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Abstract 
Australia’s border spaces have become incredibly contentious in the political 
and social sphere in Australia. Refugees transgressing the sea border are subject to 
harsh treatment including imprisonment in detention centres in Australian and in 
offshore places. Negative representations of refugees by politicians and the media 
dominate the debate. A counter-narrative is offered by a range of organisations and 
individuals including Australian writers. Such writers represent refugees in the 
Australian space in a way that challenges the simplistic hegemonic discourse and 
engages with the complexity and reality of the refugee experience. In this research 
project, the possibilities of opening a space to contest negative depictions of refugees 
are explored through the writing of a novel, Repentance Creek, and an exegesis, 
Bound to the Borders: representing refugees in the Australian space. 
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Definitions 
Asylum seeker/refugee 
The distinction between the term “asylum seeker” and that of “refugee” is 
largely of use to nations who distinguish between those who have entered their 
country claiming asylum, and those who have been granted refugee status. The 
distinction is at times problematic as the status of the “asylum seeker” is more 
ambivalent than that of the “refugee”. According to the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), a refugee is “someone who is unable or 
unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being 
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 
group, or political opinion” (UNHCR 2011, 16). It is clarified in the UNHCR 
Handbook on Procedures and Criteria for Determining Refugee Status under the 
1951 Convention and the 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees that: 
A person is a refugee within the meaning of the 1951 Convention as 
soon as he fulfils the criteria contained in the definition. This would 
necessarily occur prior to the time at which his refugee status is formally 
determined. Recognition of his refugee status does not therefore make 
him a refugee but declares him to be one. He does not become a refugee 
because of recognition, but is recognized because he is a refugee. 
(UNHCR 1992, 7) 
Therefore an individual’s status as an asylum seeker in Australia does not preclude 
them from being a refugee. An asylum seeker who is denied refugee status in a 
particular country may still be a refugee, though of course some are not. For the sake 
of efficient expression I more frequently use the term refugees when referring to both 
“asylum seekers” and “refugees”. 
 
Refugee Fiction 
When discussing “refugee fiction” I am referring to published novels or short 
stories that contain refugee characters and significant refugee themes. The authors of 
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this fiction may be refugees. For example, within the anthology Alien Shores (2012) 
some of the short stories are written by refugees, but for the most part, they are not. 
For the purposes of my study I am concerned with fiction that has a significant 
portion set in Australia from the late 1990s as this was the period that the current 
group of refugees began arriving.  
 
Thirdspace/Third Space 
“Thirdspace” is a term coined by Edward Soja. He defines it as “an-Other way 
of understanding and acting to change the spatiality of human life, a distinct mode of 
critical awareness that is appropriate to the new scope and significance being brought 
about in the rebalanced trialectics of spatiality-historicality-sociality” (Soja 1996, 
10). 
 
Homi Bhabha’s concept of “third space” is a theoretical space that centres on 
“hybridity” and temporality. His ideas regarding the potential for cultural creation 
and newness are useful for considering border spaces. In The Location of Culture 
(1994) he tells us “…hybridity to me is the “third space” which enables other 
positions to emerge. This third space displaces the histories that constitute it, and sets 
up new structures of authority, new political initiatives, which are inadequately 
understood through received wisdom” (Bhabha interviewed by Rutherford 1990, 
211).  
 
However, within my own textual analysis and for the theoretical framework of 
my creative practice, I have found Soja’s thirdspace more useful. His thirdspace is 
more spatially grounded. I am drawn to his interest in lived space and the affective 
properties of place. He refers to Lefebvre’s discussion of architect Nieuwenhuis who 
was interested in the relationship between emotion and space: 
For him, feelings of emotion…are not external to space, nor is 
space indifferent to emotional feelings. He was able to…elevate a 
concept…in which space creates something such as a gathering together, 
a joy, a sadness, a submission; in short, space is active. (Lefebvre quoted 
in Soja 1996, 50) 
Using these ideas in my approach to representing and deconstructing places as border 
spaces has given me scope to consider a range of spatial aspects. The detention 
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centre in particular, in terms of its unique physicality and the multiple social, 
historical and individual narratives it contains, can be effectively discussed within 
this framework. 
 
Border spaces 
In discussing border spaces I refer to Australia’s sea borders as well as places 
that have been created to contain those who breach them – detention centres, 
offshore places of detention and excised islands. Because in 2013 the whole of 
Australia was excised from Australia’s migration zone, I discuss the way the nation 
itself may be perceived as a border space. 
 
Political narrative 
According to Andrew McCann, there is a “perceptible shift in the field of 
Australian literary production, a shift away from the aesthetic as a form of resistance 
towards a much more direct and sometimes didactic engagement with a 
contemporary political climate defined by neoconservative, neo-imperialist and 
narrowly nationalist approaches to both foreign policy and domestic issues” 
(McCann 2007, 44). This is the realm of literature with which this study engages. 
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Novel Excerpt 
REPENTANCE CREEK 
By Cindy Nancarrow 
 
 2 Novel Excerpt 
Chapter 1 
Winter lay spread in the green water of the creek. Her hair splayed about 
her face and her white t-shirt billowed. Her eyes were open. 
She had floated out from the fringes where tea brown water sulked between 
cracked rocks and drowned tree trunks till she’d reached the deep centre course. 
Here she hung, rotating slowly on the hip of the turning tide, watching a 
thousand branches pinwheel overhead. 
Somewhere a motorboat began to mutter. Winter shifted, breathing out and 
slipping beneath the surface. It was like sliding under a quilt.  
In her father’s dresser drawer was a photo he’d taken of her mother, 
Loretta, floating like this in the creek. In it Loretta’s skin was pale, her outline 
rippling, her eyes smudged. Winter remembered her father saying Loretta looked 
like a mermaid. Winter had thought she looked dead. 
She rose for a breath and sank again. Underwater the engine sounded 
louder, surging and choking as the driver negotiated the creek’s hazards. You 
could ride the fresh water from the mountain tributaries all the way to the ocean, 
but the course shifted with every tide and it was easy to run aground on mounds 
of silt or hit rocks that were invisible until you were right up on them. Or dozy 
swimmers. 
Rolling over to swim back to the dock, Winter blinked, confused. The 
current must have been stronger than she’d thought. Instead of the old white 
house, she saw thick forest. Slicking her hair out of her face, she looked for 
something to stand on. A log hulked like a shipwreck a few metres away. She 
splashed over, scattering a school of tiny silver fish in front of her. She slipped 
her feet onto the slimy trunk and pulled at a protruding branch to lever herself 
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upright. As she steadied herself, the beat of the motor became a roar. She held 
her arms up, ready to wave. Anyone stupid enough to hurtle into a blind turn like 
that would need plenty of warning.  
A familiar orange tinnie shot out from beyond the trailing willow. Winter 
dropped her arms. Callum White and Liam Whittaker. Callum saw her first, 
screaming, “Whit!” and throwing an empty at the back of his friend’s head to get 
his attention.  
Winter flung herself towards the bank. The boat engine revved hard. She 
could feel the growl of the motor in the water. Adrenaline tore through her. Her 
brother Wiley used to play chicken with his friends using jet skis and said if you 
came off you should just go hell for leather towards the bank. That stopping to 
look around was fatal. She thrashed through the water.  
The whoops of Cal and Whit and the howl of the motor came closer as the 
boat surged by and the wake slopped over her head. Winter felt bubbles from the 
propeller whooshing past. Wiley said if you could feel the bubbles you were in 
trouble. Disoriented, she paused, gulping for air. She aimed herself for the bank, 
ready to push forward, but fell back just in time as the tinnie swung round from 
in front of her and the propeller chopped past her face. The resulting wave 
slapped her under again. Muddy water hit her throat and she kicked and flailed. 
Her hand caught an underwater branch. Grabbing on, she pulled herself up. Her 
face broke the surface and she gasped for air. She spun around to try and orient 
herself and realised to her fury that she was back at the underwater log where 
she’d started. The boat churned on the leash only metres away.  
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As her ears cleared, she realised her reprieve had come from a stunned Cal, 
who now had hold of Whit’s arm and was screaming, “What the fuck, man! You 
could’ve killed her!” 
Whit jerked himself free and grabbed the tiller, his eyes fixed on Winter. 
His hair had come free from its ponytail and flew about his head. He was 
shouting at her. “Been lying low for a while, haven’t ya? You and your piss-head 
dad? Not so up yourself now you’ve got a murderer for a brother.”  
A thrill of fear pinched at the back of Winter’s neck. Her friend Jase had 
told her about Whit’s mates and other townies smoking some weird shit with the 
boys who lived up in the hills. He said at a party a bunch of them had taken turns 
punching a truck till their knuckles were bloody. She watched Whit’s hands on 
the tiller. Whit turned to Callum and said something she couldn’t hear. Then he 
shouted to Winter, “Wanna go for a ride, Southern Fried?” 
Winter gave him the finger. She’d been called that for a year in third grade 
when kids’d heard her mother call KFC ‘southern fried’, but never since.  
Whit grabbed the throttle, but Callum shoved him backwards. The engine 
choked and in the sudden silence Winter heard Cal say, “What if she hits a rock 
or the propeller hits her?” 
Whit tore his shirt free and turned on Cal. “Christ you’re a pussy. Just get 
ready to grab her.”  
Callum’s face screwed up. “Fuck you. Who’re you giving orders to?” 
Whit shoved Cal hard and the boat rocked wildly. Then his hands were at 
Cal’s throat. “Either you’re in, or you’re out of my boat.” 
Winter saw her chance and dived back into the water. This time she knew 
she was escaping more than a ducking and she dug deep, stroking toward the 
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dark of the trees. Her lungs were burning. When she was half way there, the 
channel of the creek gave out suddenly to a shallow shelf of red rock. She 
scrambled across it until she reached the shore. Gasping, she pushed herself to 
her feet and looked back. The tables had turned. Cal had Whit bent backwards 
over the hull. He had a fistful of Whit’s hair in one hand. As Winter watched, he 
drove his other fist into Whit’s face. Whit howled and Winter felt a surge of dark 
pleasure.  
She turned back and stumbled across the rocky shore through ankle deep 
water. Once she reached the soft mud, she darted through a cluster of sheoaks 
and into the cool dim world of the forest. Feeling as though her legs could give 
way, she stopped and steadied herself against the nearest tree. Gradually her 
breathing calmed. 
About fifty metres back and to her right she could make out Jim Byer’s old 
fishing shack. Long deserted, it was almost completely covered in a web of vines 
and graffiti. If she could make it across to the shack, the old dirt driveway should 
be easier to negotiate than the snarls of blackberry bushes and lantana 
surrounding her. 
She slid her feet slowly into the mess of undergrowth, wary of jumping 
ants and the round leaves of the stinging tree. It was a bad place to be with no 
shoes. Her right foot stung. She looked down to see she had a cut along the side 
from her toes to her heel. She paused to shake off the blood.  
The bush was strangely still. It was coming on to dusk and usually the 
forest would be stirring with life - a wallaby crashing through, or insects shrilling 
at the very least. It felt unnatural and she was relieved when a crow sloped past 
her, dodging between branches. 
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From behind her the motorboat roared back to life. She listened carefully. 
The engine throbbed in place for endless moments, then revved hard and tore a 
sharp line in the quiet before gradually fading. She moved on, a twist to her lips. 
Whit was like a rabid dog. Out of control. He hadn’t got a hand on her at least. 
She would count that as a win.  
By the time she reached the veranda she was considering a plan to tamper 
with the orange tinnie. Not the daughter of a boat captain for nothing. Then 
something made her hesitate. She looked up into the black holes of windows, the 
glass long since smashed. She was right; it had been too quiet. There was a shape 
moving within the shadows. Adrenaline crackled through her body once more 
and her face and hands tingled.  
“Who’s there?” she called. 
She took a step back, wondering if she should run, then a jerk of movement 
sent her spinning to the right. A young man had rounded the corner, quiet as a 
ghost. He had curly black hair and was wearing a stained white t-shirt. His 
shoulders were tensed. Winter stayed in place, frowning. He seemed familiar. 
His dark eyes narrowed as they dropped to her bloody foot. 
“Who are you?” she said, and knew her voice was too loud. “What’re you 
doing here?” 
He held up a hand. “Calm down,” he said. “Everything’s cool.” 
Then she heard someone muttering from inside the shack and she felt a 
second jolt of fear. “Who’s in there?” she said. “What’s he saying?” 
“He said ‘She walks like a tiger with a sore paw.’ It’s a line from a song.” 
The man’s eyes rested briefly on the red in her dark hair. “You look more like a 
fox to me.” He leaned back against the shack, folding his arms.  
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It was then that Winter recognised him: he worked in the kitchen of The 
Jolly Rolla, the Irish pub. He’d stood just like that a month ago when she’d 
delivered crates of avocados as a favour to her aunt, watching silently as she’d 
stacked the layers of green fruit in their cardboard wadding on the steel 
countertop. 
“I know you.” She stepped up onto the veranda, resting her weight on her 
left foot, and he straightened, a ripple of something crossing his face. “You work 
at The Jolly.” She looked towards the now empty space of the window. “You and 
your brother.” 
There was a snort from inside and the dusty screen door twanged open. 
Another man emerged. He was shorter, with floppy black hair. “We all look the 
same to you?” 
Winter blinked, flustered. “What?” 
The first intervened. “I’m Amin, this is Samir. We work together, travel 
around together. We’re not related.” 
Winter shook her head quickly. “No, I just...” She looked down and saw a 
neat stack of spray paint cans, some new, by the door. She looked up at Amin. 
“Is this why you’re all the way out here? You’re tagging?” 
“Tagging’s a sport.” Samir stepped forward, kicking another can across to 
the pile. He pointed down the side of the house and she knew he was proud. 
“Graffiti’s an art.” 
She limped forward a step and craned her head to see along the side wall. 
Her mouth dropped open and she brushed past Amin for a better view, barely 
registering the stab of pain in her foot. The old graffiti had been covered with a 
fire of green and red paint that crusted over the wooden slats. And this was 
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overlaid with a network of sharp black strokes and lighter shading that Winter 
saw was a town filled with people. An old woman glaring from a doorway, 
children with lifted chins, men hunched over some kind of game. All had power 
and personality except for the young women who had enormous Disney eyes and 
long black hair. Fantasy girls. Winter resisted an urge to smile. She looked to the 
top where a stream of writing she couldn’t follow flowed in midnight blue. She 
turned to Samir. “What’s that say?” 
“It says, ‘Mind your own business.’” Samir smiled humourlessly. 
Winter looked to Amin who was shaking his head. “Don’t be a dick,” he 
said. He changed the subject. “What’s your name?” 
“Winter. Wintergreen Byrne.” 
“Wintergreen’s not a name, it’s a plant,” Samir said. 
Amin frowned. “Is your dad Lochie Byrne? The guy with the tour boat?” 
Winter nodded. Everyone knew her dad. Especially if they worked in a 
place with a bar. 
Amin was watching her. “Then you live along the road from here. And 
your brother’s the one...” 
Winter cut him off. “My brother’s at war. He’s in the army and he’s away 
at war.” 
Samir’s eyes popped. “Your brother’s Wiley Byrne? Everyone talks about 
him, man. He’s a fucking war criminal.” 
Hatred rose in Winter, bitter and instant. A helter of words rose in her 
mind, and her mouth opening and closing in a fury of indecision made Samir 
laugh. Her temper gave and she slammed her palm against his painting, splinters 
of wood piercing her flesh as she tried to smear the sticky paint. With a shout, 
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Samir darted forward, but Amin intervened with a palm to the centre of Samir’s 
chest, blocking him. 
“You’re taking her side?” Samir shouted, and Winter thought of Callum 
stopping Whit and wondered if she was to see another spray of blood. Amin 
herded Samir backwards. “You talked down her brother. What’d you expect?” 
“Man, didn’t you hear what he did? That’s your people, you know.” 
Winter shot forward, stabbing the air with paint-smeared fingers. “My 
brother didn’t do anything.” 
Amin turned, one hand on Samir’s chest and one held up to stop her 
coming closer. “Alright. It’s just talk. It’s bullshit.” 
“It is!” Winter insisted, an infuriating dragging in the back of her throat 
letting her know that tears were gathering. 
“I know,” said Amin more quietly, lowering his hand. He gave Samir a 
small push and said, “Man, go have a swim. Cool off.” 
Samir took a deep breath and with a last glare at the smudge in the centre 
of his painting, lurched off round the corner. His eye on Winter, Amin stepped to 
the window sill and picked up a rusty tin. Out of it he drew a joint and raised it 
questioningly. “You smoke?” 
Winter jerked a shoulder, but stayed, watching as he slipped the twisted 
end of the joint in his mouth and lit up. The coils of black hair hanging in his 
eyes flickered with yellow before the joint caught and he dropped the lighter 
away. He drew and held the smoke, passing the joint across to her with lifted 
brows. She watched him breathe out a light fog then took it, drawing deep. Amin 
sat down on the veranda, dropping long legs over the edge and kicking at the 
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creeper of wild orange trumpets. Winter sat down beside him, flicking ash into 
the weeds.  
They sat quietly for some time, breathing in the peace of the forest. A whip 
bird dived down and dug through the leaf litter for bugs close by and a log runner 
rushed out from under its ferny hiding place to chase it off. The strange mewling 
cry of a catbird came from high in the trees. Gradually her anxiety faded. 
Amin’s wide, light brown foot nudged hers. “What’d you do to yourself?” 
Winter stared at the blood between her toes, congealing and mixed with 
dirt. She passed him the joint, considering her unreal encounter in the creek. 
“You know Whit? Liam Whittaker? Rolls around town in a huge purple truck?” 
Amin picked a stray speck of leaf from his tongue. “I know the truck. It has 
that paint that looks sort of green from one angle?” 
“That’s it. And about a billion antennas. You know only about two of them 
actually do anything? The rest are just decoration.” 
Amin smiled and Winter knew he was thinking that it was a guy thing. 
“Anyway, he’s got long black hair and hangs out with Callum White. The guy 
with the shaved head and the big black boots.” 
Amin’s face changed. “I know that prick. Samir was working the bar once 
and refused to serve him ‘cause he was so pissed he couldn’t sit on the stool and 
the guy with the black hair-” 
“Whit.” 
“Right. He comes along and goes, ‘No tea-towel head is gonna refuse drink 
to someone in my town.’” He puffed out a laugh. “I thought Samir was gonna 
glass him.” 
“Sounds like Whit.” 
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“Then Callum tries to throw a punch at Samir across the bar, swings wide, 
and knocks the next guy off his stool instead. Samir calls the bouncer, but instead 
of chucking Callum out, the bouncer goes and gets the boss. Then the boss sends 
Samir out the back and gives Whit and his mates a round on the house.” He 
shook his head, a smile of disbelief playing around his mouth. “Samir went ape.” 
Winter nodded. “Whit’s dad’s on the city council. He owns the lolly 
factory, a couple of motels and the backpackers. That’s big business for 
Repentance Creek. Mick probably didn’t want a run in with Terry. And Callum’s 
dad is Hungry Harry.” 
Amin turned in surprise, half laughing. “From the ad? He owns that burger 
joint?” 
Winter grinned back. “Yup. There’s two of them now so he’s calling it a 
franchise like he’s got fifty of them spread over Queensland. He’s also got the 
local supermarket.” She paused. “In a small town you either have to get along 
with people like that or always be battling with them.” 
Amin nodded, offering her the dwindling stub of the joint. When she shook 
her head he ground it out and sat it behind the corner post. “So what’s Whit got 
to do with your foot?” 
“I was having a swim in the creek and they ran at me in their tinnie. Whit 
wasn’t mucking around either. I got away alright, but I tore up my foot on 
something. I’m not much of a swimmer.” 
Amin stared at her. “You think they would’ve hurt you? I mean, seriously 
hurt you?” 
“Whit might’ve.” 
Amin shook his head. “Jesus. These fucking people.” 
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Winter shrugged. “Our families’ve always hated each other. They were the 
first two families to set up round here. Over a hundred years ago. We’re Irish 
Catholics and they’re Protties - the old story. They used to duke it out hard back 
in the day, but for a while it’s been pretty mild stuff. Like, all through school I 
got crap from Whit and his mates, but that was about it. I hardly see him 
anymore. He’s supposed to be working for his dad and I’m in the shop.” 
“What shop do you work in?” 
“The tourist thing. It’s Dad’s. I sell tickets to his boat tours and some for 
other independent tour operators like Duffy with his rainforest bus.” She slapped 
at a mosquito. 
“Where do the boat tours go?” Amin asked. 
“Depends on the season. Whale watching, or bird watching on Three Bell 
Island. In school holidays he has a couple of dive instructors and does scuba 
diving and snorkelling tours.” 
“Does he take on more people then?” 
Winter heard movement in the bush behind the hut and guessed Samir was 
back from his swim. She wished he’d taken longer about it. “Over the summer he 
does. Other times it depends on how good the season is. You after more work?” 
“Always. When we first answered the ad Mick reckoned he had full time 
work for both of us. He’s a good talker, went on and on about the earthy charm 
of the Irish pub.” 
Winter laughed. “He loves all that stuff. You know why it’s called ‘The 
Jolly Rolla’?” 
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Amin shrugged and she told him, “The Rolla was one of the ships that 
brought out convicts who were part of the Irish rebellion. He reckons his people 
were on it.” 
He smiled. “I like that. He’s a funny bloke, Mick. Tight with his cash, but 
he treats you alright. We figured we could live more cheaply out of the city, get 
some money together - especially with full time work. We were living seven to a 
three-bedroom house back there. But a month later and it’s already down to 
twenty hours a week for me and twenty-five for Samir. He gets more ‘cause he’s 
better on the bar. I’m faster but he chats everyone up.” 
Samir emerged from around the corner. His expression was still sulky, and 
his hair was dripping wet. Winter murmured, “Hard to imagine.” 
“We’ll be late if we don’t go now,” Samir told Amin. He disappeared into 
the shack. 
Winter turned back. “If you like I can ask around - Dad and the others. See 
if anyone’s after an extra hand.” 
Amin nodded distractedly, his eyes on the door. When Samir reappeared in 
black pants and a clean white shirt, the significance of their presence out here 
sank in. Winter looked to Amin who was now watching her. “I thought you were 
just...” She gestured to the paint cans. “But you’re living out here?”  
Samir sighed gustily and said something to Amin in another language. He 
began heading toward the road, kicking at fronds of stinging nettle.  
Amin watched him leave, then turned back to Winter. “There’s no point 
doing this kind of thing unless you’re putting money away.” 
Winter looked to the shack. There would be no electricity, no running 
water, no mobile reception. “But you’re not supposed to. It’s National Park.” 
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Amin sat up straight. “No-one uses it. We’re not hurting anyone.” 
“But, what do you do for water? How do you cook?” 
“The water tank out the back’s still pretty good and we get some meals at 
the club. We bought a little camping stove for noodles and stuff.” 
“But no tv? All any guy I know does is watch TV and play computer 
games. What do you do when it gets dark?” 
Amin laughed, but didn’t answer.  
“What’s the money for? That you’re putting away?” 
“Stuff. Family.” He stood. “I’ll just be a sec.” He disappeared inside the 
shack and Winter pushed to her feet, the pain in her foot instant. She saw a flash 
of white through the broken window. Squinting, she saw it was Amin turning a t-
shirt the right way out and caught a glimpse of bare chest. She looked away, 
limping along the veranda towards the back of the shack, calling, “Do you have a 
car?” 
He came to the door, shuffling his feet into canvas sneakers. “Sorry. It’ll be 
rough on your foot, won’t it?” Winter shrugged and he said, “You can lean on 
me till we get to the road if you like, then it’s not too bad. Most of the old 
paving’s hanging in there. Lot of potholes, though. You’ll have to watch it.” He 
reached carefully over the shards of glass in the back window frame and pulled 
out a torch. He flicked it on and shone it onto his watch. He gave a low whistle. 
“We’d better get moving.” He hopped down to stand in front of her, holding out 
his hand. 
She took it and stepped down into the bracken. A waft of cool air rose, 
sending shivers along her skin. Her shoulder bumped his arm and the beam of his 
torch flew up into the tree tops. Mumbling an apology, she limped forward, 
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trying not to lean on him too heavily. Searching for something to say, she 
returned to the issue of the shack. “How long have you been out here?” 
“Two weeks. We came out with this guy Arch who Samir’d been talking 
graffiti with. He drove us past all these abandoned houses where he’d done 
pieces for practice and we thought - what a waste. All these houses with no-one 
living in them.” 
They reached the road. Amin steadied her. “You right now?” 
“Yep.” She released his arm and they set off along the road. “I know 
Arch,” she told him. “He was like this strange angel to me when my mother left. 
I was twelve then, and I started seeing the word ‘ache’ painted all over town. It 
was on the footpath outside the supermarket, on the toilets at school, even on tree 
trunks. I thought it was some kind of magic. Like someone knew exactly how I 
felt. I didn’t tell anyone so it wasn’t till a couple of years later when I didn’t 
think about it much anymore that I worked it out. I saw him tagging the roller 
door of the newsagency one night after closing. He’s a few years older but I 
knew his name was Archer. I realised the whole time he’d just been writing his 
name and I’d read it wrong. That graffiti writing, it’s boxy, hard to read...” 
“Where’d she go? Your mother?” Amin asked, warning her of a pothole 
with a wiggle of the torch.  
Winter skirted the dip. “Back to America. She was from Louisiana.” 
“Ever been there?” 
Winter laughed. “No. But people called me ‘The Yank’ anyway.”  
“Why’d she go back to the states?” 
“She hated it here. Not the creek, she liked the creek, though she said it 
was nowhere near as wild and alive as the Louisiana Bayou, especially at night. 
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But she hated the people here. Said they were godless.” She grinned. “I asked her 
if that included the ones who believed in God and she said, ‘Especially them.’ 
She was a Baptist, but there aren’t any Baptists round here, so she said the 
closest thing in town were the Catholics. She said it would have to do, but she’d 
fume all the way through the homily and usually corner Father Conlan after and 
hassle him.” 
“Why?” 
“Well, he’s pretty progressive. He’d brush over the more full-on parts of 
the readings, especially from the Old Testament, and focus on stuff like 
compassion. It’d send Mum through the roof. This one time the reading for the 
week was Daniel and the Lion’s Den - are you...do you know it?” 
“Nope.” 
“It’s about these guys who get the king to throw Daniel into the lion pit for 
praying, and when he survives, the king turns on the other guys. There’s this bit 
where he has them thrown in the pit with their wives and children; it says that 
before they even hit the ground the lions crunched their bones to pieces. My 
mum loved that bit. She’d say, ‘See, Winter? They had to be crushed to a sticky 
mess so everyone’d toe the line. If people aren’t afraid, they carry on every 
which way.’ 
“Anyway, Father Conlan left that bit out. I guess he figured lions tearing 
innocent kids to death was a bit much for a Sunday morning. But Mum’d been 
mouthing the words along with him, which was embarrassing already, then when 
he skipped the passage, she stood right up and said, ‘Father Conlan, did you just 
censor the holy word of God?’” 
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Winter could just make out Amin’s grin in the dark. “What’d your Dad 
do?” he asked. 
“Wasn’t there. He hardly ever came to mass. Mainly just on Christmas. 
He’d bring us there in a little tinnie and do some fishing while we were inside. It 
was worse when he was there, ‘cause if Mum managed to round up Father 
Conlan, Dad’d get her even more worked up by jumping in and asking him 
stupid crap like whether God loved beautiful women more than the ugly ones.”  
They rounded a bend and the road narrowed, the unchecked growth of 
bushes pressing in from either side. Winter felt a trail of spider web brush her 
face. 
“Why’d she marry your dad at all if she was so into religion and he 
wasn’t?” 
“Who knows? Dad said she grew up with it, but she wasn’t like that when 
they met. When I was four the local bank where she worked closed. I guess she 
was bored.” 
They walked in silence for a while. Finally Amin said, “Maybe she was 
lonely. I mean, she was far away from her home and her family. Maybe it 
helped.” 
Winter was about to answer sarcastically that she was supposed to be her 
mother’s family when she realised he might be talking about being far away from 
his own family. He had an accent, but he used slang like all the other guys she 
knew. She’d figured he’d grown up in Australia. She didn’t like to ask. She just 
said, “Maybe.” 
They continued quietly, listening to the bats squabbling in the branches and 
the fat croaking of tree frogs. Winter found herself wanting to say something 
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memorable, or at least meaningful. Wiley had always been able to do that. To say 
something unexpected that would make a forgettable moment matter. One 
summer on a trip further north they’d been crossing a railway bridge spanning a 
creek swollen with stormwater. Anxious that the train would come and they’d 
have to jump, Winter had been focused on getting across as quickly as she could. 
Wiley’d said, “Stop. Look around. Nothing will ever be like this again.” And 
despite her fear, she’d looked up at the bruised sky and the lime green willows, 
and in the middle of it all, her wiry, brown brother, arms raised and laughing into 
the rain. She’d tried for long after he’d left to capture moments like that, but it 
always felt false. He’d taken that particular magic with him. And now as they 
rounded a gentle curve, the yellow outdoor lights of her house came into view 
and she knew she’d missed her chance again. 
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Chapter 2 
Rosaleen May Byrne stood midway up the slope above her house, staring 
about in dismay. Another storm was growling overhead and her orchard was 
already a mess from the one the night before. Mulch striped the hillside in 
slashes of dirty yellow. Muddy water gurgled through channels torn between the 
rows. Worst of all, pools were settling round the base of each tree, drowning 
sensitive roots. 
The rain began falling in huge drops. Rose ducked for cover under the 
nearest foliage. She looked through the branches to the avocados overhead. 
She’d lain awake through the night, deafened by the downpour on the tin roof, 
worrying about the crop. She only had a week or so until the second pick of the 
season and the trees were covered in fruit. Luckily, though a few had fallen, most 
were undamaged. It was the ponds of water that were of immediate concern. 
They would have to be drained out quickly to avoid whole trees dying from root 
rot. 
Rose blinked hard, weary at the thought of the work ahead. It would be 
impossible to do it alone. She reached out to rub one of the bright green fruit, 
remembering her father, an old-school macadamia farmer who’d passed the 
property down to her, telling her she’d be mad to plant out this slope in 
avocados. That she’d never find a way to keep off the water that tore down from 
the scrub on top of the hill. But she’d been determined to have a mix of crops. 
Though she loved the glossy macadamia nuts, she hated the highly perfumed 
flowers and was nervous with the bees needed for pollination. So she’d planted 
one of the gentler slopes in avos, then this, the steeper one.  
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Old Smoky had been right about the water. She’d found ways to channel it 
into a series of ditches and dams, but it was hard work needing constant 
upgrading and she wasn’t getting any younger. The new contour above the 
orchard had been dug to solve the problem. 
She trudged up towards the fence line that separated her property from the 
crown land above. She’d thrown a raincoat over her nightie before rushing out 
and she sweated under the heavy plastic. She passed the final row of trees and 
stopped short. She’d expected to find the contour blocked with debris, or a spot 
where the water had broken through. Instead, there were three deep trenches cut 
into the mud wall at intervals of perhaps ten metres.  
Disbelieving, she darted across to the nearest one. Here the story was clear 
and her cheeks flamed. There were deep footprints in the clay. The breaks in the 
channel had been dug out deliberately in the night. Stepping closer she could see 
that there were two different sets of footprints. One was large and furrowed - 
some kind of work boot. The other was far smaller, smooth and pointy. Rose 
sucked in a breath. She knew just whose shiny polka dot gumboots had made 
those. 
 
By the time Rose clambered over the fence surrounding the home paddock 
of the Fern Valley Collective, rain and sweat had plastered her hair to her face. 
Her thighs ached from trawling through the overgrown grass that covered much 
of her neighbour’s property and her feet were raw within her gumboots. 
The first time she’d spoken to River Fowler had been a week after the 
funeral of River’s grandfather, old Bert Fowler. The younger woman had been 
straddling a ladder and tearing the shutters he’d handmade from the second 
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storey windows. Rose had looked at a shutter already lying in the gravel at her 
feet. The lavender paint was speckled with mud and the carefully carved fern leaf 
had cracked in two from the fall. She’d listened to the pert young miss prattle 
about how she hated such old-fashioned things, and decided she knew all she 
needed to know about her new neighbour. She’d hoped River would sell up and 
move on. But she’d stayed. Now the old house was surrounded by a clutter of 
cheaply built log cabins. Here River housed the poor deluded hippies she fooled 
into working her property in the belief that they were doing something of a 
higher purpose than lining her pockets.  
Such thoughts fuelled Rose’s anger and gave her a burst of energy to jump 
the ditch by the road and head up the driveway. She reflected that she could 
hardly see Bert’s house anymore, what with River’s untidy plantings and strings 
of sodden flags. Prayer flags, Rose’d been told. She clicked her tongue at such 
nonsense, thinking that River would be needing a few prayers once Rose had 
gotten through with her.  
As she came nearer, however, she saw River’s yellow minibus was missing 
from its customary place under a poinciana tree so old its branches almost 
reached the ground. This was a sure sign River was out. She would let no-one 
else drive her precious bus.  
Rose kicked at the gravel. A brush turkey loitering in a row of raspberry 
canes was startled into an ungainly flight. Rose moved out of the rain to the 
shelter of the tree and stood, hands on hips, catching her breath. She considered 
her next move. It was unthinkable to confront no-one, but the lesser hippies at the 
place changed almost weekly and would hardly be behind last night’s trespass. 
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Gradually her breathing slowed and, resigned, she turned away. Before she had 
taken many steps, a fluting voice came from the deep veranda of the house. 
“There’s no-one here today. They’re all gone out.” 
Frowning, she peered into the shadows to find a thin face looking out from 
under dirty blonde hair. It was a girl of only eight or nine, sitting cross-legged in 
the doorway and nursing a wiggling brown chicken. Rose mounted the stairs. 
The chicken struggled and flapped until its scratching made the girl shriek and 
release it. She rubbed resentfully at the glistening spots of blood on her thigh. 
“They’re so stupid. Why don’t they know you just want to be friends?”  
Rose felt the tension in her shoulders ease and she sighed at the lonely little 
soul who now rose to her feet. “Who do you belong to?” Rose asked. 
Pale blue eyes narrowed. “How d’you mean?” 
“Who’s your mum or dad?” 
“Why don’t you just ask who I am? My name is Sky and I’m a person of 
my own right separate from my parents.” 
Rose’s mouth tightened. They certainly started them young. “In my own 
right. Not ‘of my own right’. And just how separate are you from your parents 
right now?” 
Another squint. “What?” 
“Where are they? Who’s looking after you?” 
A lifted chin. “I’m looking after me. I am eight.” 
Rose sighed. That River was a piece of work. She looked off in the 
direction of her own property. She had too much to do to be worried about 
someone else’s kid. She looked back to the skinny madam who was trying to 
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balance while scratching a mozzie bite on the top of her left foot with her right 
one. “You tell River I’m going to the police this time. She’ll know why.” 
The little face paled. Rose shook her head and started off down the steps. 
She imagined Sky had probably seen her share of police in her young life. 
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Chapter 3 
The tour boat Wave Dancer idled in the surf. Behind the heavy swells was 
the stretch of ocean known as The Blackwater. Soaked from a prolonged and 
painful beach launch, Winter sulked in the rear of the boat, swiping her arms and 
legs with an old towel. Another of the slacker surfers who crewed her father’s 
boat had failed to show that afternoon. After handing out waterproof jackets and 
whisking through the whale slideshow, she’d had to close the shop and dash 
down after the group to help with the boat.  
To her dismay she’d discovered the other crew member that day was her 
friend, Jolie, who was even smaller and skinnier than her. And that Amin, who 
she hadn’t seen since the night they’d met two weeks before, was sitting 
comfortably at the helm, chatting to her father and giving only a brief wave to 
acknowledge her.  
As she and Jolie had helped two of the littler kids over the waves frothing 
around their knees, Jolie had inclined her head towards Amin, wiggling her 
eyebrows. Winter had pretended not to notice, but Jolie had taken the opportunity 
of a break in the waves to poke her in the side and say, “You seen hottie up the 
front there?”  
Winter had turned her back on the sea so Amin wouldn’t hear her answer 
and been flattened by a fat, foamy wave. 
She’d heard Lochie’s shout of laughter and, red-faced and dripping, kept 
her head down for the rest of the launch. With the boat finally out of the 
shallows, she’d climbed aboard and busied herself drying off and pulling out the 
sick bags, avoiding Amin’s eye.  
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The sick bags might be needed as her father had chosen to give what she 
thought of as his man-of-the-sea talk with the boat sitting sideways in the rolling 
swells. There were two families on this tour, one with four fearless, brown-
limbed kids with mops of sun-bleached curls, a huge, hairy know-it-all father and 
a dieted-to-the-bone mother. They had been the first to launch themselves into 
the boat, to claim the best seats and to demand a turn of the binoculars around 
Lochie’s neck. The other family would need more attention, the kids looking 
miserable as she told them a little too late to watch the horizon rather than the 
heaving waves in front of them. The father, face white, was hanging tight to the 
centre bar with one chubby hand and the seat with the other, and his wife was 
looking glumly at the figure of the other mother beside her. 
Finally Lochie finished talking and signalled to Amin, who gunned the 
engine and set out, apparently confident of which direction to take. Winter cast 
an eye over the little boy nearest her. He seemed to be recovering, twisting his 
unused sick bag between his hands, his eye caught by a shearwater that dipped 
low over the boat. Jolie darted to the front to replace a box of water bottles that 
had slid out from under the seat, then threaded her way back among the knees 
and outstretched feet of the tourists. She plopped down beside Winter. “You 
know, with Amin here, I dunno why your Dad called you in. It’s a small group. 
Not too sicky.” She nodded to the boy. “Alright now?” 
He grinned and handed the bag back. 
“Good onya.” She turned back to Winter. “He’s pretty good with the boat.” 
Winter frowned, frustrated. “I don’t get it. How long’s he been working?”  
Jolie shrugged. “A couple days. Lochie took him out on Sunday for the 
day, too.” 
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“How come I didn’t know?” 
“You know what it’s like. People come and go. What’s the big deal? At 
least he’s not a backpacker or a surfer. Might be more reliable.” 
“But I do the pays and the tax forms. And the roster. I would’ve noticed his 
name.” 
Jolie gave her an expressive look.  
Winter groaned and muttered, “Off the books. Jesus. So he won’t be 
insured. Does he even have a fucking boat license?” 
The boy snapped his head round to stare at her. Jolie pointed out a cluster 
of pied cormorants gathered on one of the rocky little islands that dotted the 
channel. When he was suitably distracted she turned back to Winter. “So how do 
you know him?” 
Winter hesitated. “I met him a couple weeks back.” And had thought he’d 
come in to the shop to talk about work and that she’d arrange it for him, not that 
he’d go round her. She glowered at the back of his head. 
Jolie leaned in to whisper, “Do you think he prays?” 
Winter jerked away from her hot, ticklish breath and rubbed at her ear. 
“What?” 
“You know...” Jolie surreptitiously pantomimed bowing forward. 
Winter darted an anxious look toward the helm, but Amin was facing 
forward into waves that were becoming gentler the further they got from shore. 
“Don’t be mental.” 
“What? Whit reckons he saw his mate, the glassie at the Jolly, with a mat 
rolled up under his arm.” 
“So?” 
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Jolie stared at her. “So? That’s what they pray on. So their knees don’t get 
dirty I s’pose.” 
“Since when are you talking to Whit?” 
“Since we were in the dentist waiting room and none of his friends were 
there to see him talking to a girl who isn’t a giant ho.” Winter smirked, and she 
went on. “He said he was off his face when he ran at you in the boat.” 
Winter’s smile disappeared. “Oh, well then.” 
Jolie stood, leaning a hand on Winter’s shoulder and lifting her binoculars 
to scan the water around them. She sat back down whispering, “Nothing. On the 
lunchtime run we saw at least six humpbacks and a couple of pilot whales. This 
lot up the front’ll be spewing if they don’t see something. Your dad’s mad to 
offer a money back guarantee for no sightings. No-one else does.” 
Winter shrugged, non-committal. A wave hit the side of the boat at an odd 
angle and sent a spray of cold water splashing across the rear of the boat. She 
laughed at the delight of the boys in front of her and passed their mother the 
towel. The plump woman forced a smile and roughly mopped at their heads. 
Jolie returned to the original subject. “So did he seem super religious?” 
“He was just normal. He even sounds normal.” 
“Religion’s normal! I go to church.” 
Winter snickered. “On Christmas with your Nan.” 
“And Easter.” 
A shout from their father sent the tour group surging to their feet. Winter 
craned round them and saw a flash of tail in the distance. Amin gunned the motor 
and a shower of hands fell onto the safety rail as the boat hurtled south-east. Jolie 
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passed her binoculars to the chubby father. She pointed towards a dark shape. 
“Right in front of that island there. You might see a tail or a spray of water.” 
He clung gamely to the rail, sliding on the deck as he tried to train the 
binoculars on the land ahead. “It’s a funny shaped island,” he offered. 
His son, clinging to his leg, reached up for a turn. “Do people live there?” 
Jolie helped him loop the strap around his neck. “Nah, it’s all rocks and sea 
birds. If you lived there you’d have to eat seagulls. You wanna do that?” He 
grinned at her. 
Winter told the father, “From above it looks like a wing. I don’t know if it 
has a proper name, but people round here call it Black Wing.” 
Finally the boat came within a hundred metres of the whale and pulled 
back, idling quietly. Winter helped the mother in the back round to get a better 
look and saw there was more than one. Two adults and a juvenile probably. It 
was a gorgeous view. The long spring sunset was beginning to cast a pinkish 
glow across the sky, contrasting with the matt black of the rocks. The adult 
whales breached several times in succession as they moved slowly south, the 
light catching the spray of water around their huge heads. The group exclaimed 
in chorus each time and Winter smiled at her father, who loved it when a group 
got excited. He, however, was taking advantage of the hairy dad’s preoccupation 
with his gigantic-lensed camera to chat up the skinny wife. She’d shed her 
waterproof jacket and was lying along the abandoned seats in her tiny bikini and 
large sunglasses, soaking up the last of the sun and Lochie’s admiration. Instead, 
she looked at Amin. He caught her glance and quirked an eyebrow at her before 
asking Lochie if he should follow the whales. Lochie looked up to point his 
binoculars north. The three whales could be part of a larger pod with others still 
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coming through. “There’s something there. Be better to wait for them to come 
past or we’ll end up too far south,” he concluded. 
The hairy dad focused his camera on the island, intoning, “Terns, 
cormorants, gulls...” before trailing off and snapping energetically as a sea eagle 
floated in, causing a commotion among the ranks of birds. 
The other passengers turned and watched in silence as the huge bird with 
its perfect white body calmly surveyed the panicking lesser birds, looking for an 
unattended chick or a weaker bird out on its own, before drifting off again. 
“That was creepy,” pronounced one of the girls hanging over the side. 
And as the sky lost its brightness, the island, with sharp black rocks 
scissored across its curve, did look ominous. Winter saw her father look north to 
check on the progress of the next batch of whales and knew he was judging 
whether he had time for a ghost story. They were probably too close, but she 
knew he would find the timing too good to miss. 
“It’s a creepy island with a dark past. I’d tell you about it, but it’d scare 
your socks off.” He paused, shaking his head. Teasing them, Winter thought with 
a grin. 
The boy by Jolie pushed damp hair out of his face to peer more closely at 
the rocks as the other kids demanded that Lochie tell the story. Jolie rolled her 
eyes at Winter and murmured, “Looking for monsters.” Winter snickered. 
Feigning reluctance, Lochie began. “Repentance Creek was named for 
what happened one terrible night over a hundred years ago,” he said. “Ten men 
had come up from Brisbane with grants in their pockets to try their luck on the 
land. They’d travelled for weeks. By the time they found the creek, they hadn’t 
seen so much as a shack for fifty Ks.  
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“These lads were keen. Busting for a place of their own. The journey’d 
been hard, though, and the wildness of the bush’d come as a shock. Fresh from 
the mother country, they were. Loved ones thousands of miles across the sea.” 
He looked mournfully across the water.  
Jolie, knowing Lochie’s republican views, mouthed “Mother country?” at 
Winter. Winter shrugged.  
Lochie continued. “On their first night at the creek they settled in to camp. 
It was rough country and there was a helluva lot of work ahead of them. But they 
built themselves a fire and celebrated. It was a bad night. No moon and fruit bats 
screaming like devils in the trees. It got later and darker and the men got in close 
to the fire and hugged their pistols. The wind began to howl and they shivered in 
their boots.” 
Winter hated the next part. She noisily kicked a stray life jacket back under 
her seat, breaking the tension.  
Lochie gave her a dirty look. He continued. “Suddenly, a dark figure came 
out from behind a great fig tree. In a panic, one man rose up and shot wildly. 
Whoever it was fell to the ground. The men gathered around the body. It was a 
boy. One of the local Aborigines. The men argued about what they should do. In 
the end, scared of trouble from the boy’s people, they buried him quickly by the 
banks of the creek below the massive tree.” 
“Good as a play,” Jolie whispered in Winter’s ear. 
Winter shrugged and cocked her chin towards the whales closing in. “He’ll 
have to leave some out.”  
Jolie squinted north. “Yep. He’ll have to end on the island thing.” 
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 “At least he left out the ‘gaping hole of the bullet wound’ with all these 
kids. A quick whip through the storm and he’ll wrap it up.” Winter flicked damp 
sand from her thigh and sneaked another look at Amin. He was frowning intently 
at her father. She smiled. The next bit would make him think the whole thing was 
crap. 
Lochie was indeed heading into the storm. “The men tucked themselves 
into their swags, sick with shame. It was a terrible start to their adventure. And it 
was about to get worse. The wind was screaming holy hell and the rain came full 
pelt into the forest. The gale tossed their tents into the air and they bolted for the 
fig. They looked above them into a sky turned purple and saw a huge black wing. 
One man cried out that it was a massive raven. Another said it was spirits seeking 
revenge for the boy’s death. They all cried for mercy from the wild water and the 
branches flying about. But that man must have been right, for there was no 
mercy, and by morning, eight of them were dead.” 
Winter sighed, seeing the plump mother’s pursed lips and her children’s 
tense faces, wondering why Lochie’d killed off so many of them today. She gave 
him a significant look and he sped up the ending. “It took a while for the last two 
to work out the truth. But when they saw this wing-shaped island, they knew. 
They realised it was one wing of the raven, Black Wing, who had risen from the 
sea to avenge the death of the boy. These men didn’t know why they’d been 
saved. They moved to opposite sides of the creek and swore never to speak of 
that night till their dying day.” 
Though if the two men never told anyone about it, god knew how Lochie 
had found out, thought Winter. The mother relaxed. Winter caught her father’s 
eye as he enjoyed the amusement of the other parents and the loud scepticism of 
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the kids and pointed over his shoulder. In a far more prosaic tone he set them to 
watching the new set of whales shoot plumes of water into the air.  
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Chapter 4 
Rose planted her shovel in a mound of dirt and stood up straight, pressing 
her knuckles into the aching muscles either side of her spine. She pulled off one 
of her work gloves and lifted the brim of her big straw hat, pushing damp tendrils 
of hair from her forehead. She looked across to Samir who had stopped 
shovelling too and was frowning at her. “Must be heading for thirty-four, thirty-
five degrees,” she offered.  
Samir went to speak, hesitated and shook his head, heading off for the 
water bottle they’d propped up in the shade. Rose knew what he was thinking 
because he’d said it yesterday and got himself a sharp response. Digging ditches 
was a man’s job. At least he hadn’t said anything about her age. The truth was, 
she’d dug so hard and in such heat over the past two days that she’d started 
seeing little fairy spots across her eyes. It was madness to dig in the hottest part 
of the day. But she knew this heat, this crazy humid out of season heat, and it 
always prefaced rain, and a lot of it. Since that dreadful day when she’d called 
her brother Lachlan in a panic and he’d brought over Winter so the two of them 
could help divert the worst pools of water from her trees, this was the first chance 
she’d had to repair the ditch. Winter had put her onto the two boys from The 
Jolly, saying they might be willing to work for board and she’d swung by there 
that night and come to an arrangement with Samir quick and easy. No interest in 
board though, just cash. Out of the two of them there’d been no contest. Winter 
wasn’t so far off in calling Samir a boy, but that other one was a man and no 
mistake. Samir had come out the following day and helped restore what mulch 
they could gather together to the base of the trees. He was strong enough. Better, 
he was quick and quiet. 
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Now though, he was crossing and handing her the water bottle and, if she 
wasn’t mistaken, preparing to tell her her own business. She couldn’t help 
grinning at how incongruous he looked, tall and leanly muscled and wearing her 
old round straw hat with the faded green bow. “You considered wearing that hat 
into town?” she teased. “The girls’ll trip over themselves.” 
He ignored her joke and launched into his speech. “You’ll get sick out here 
in this heat. There’s only one hole left to fix. Why don’t you let me finish it up?” 
“Young man...” 
“Samir.” 
Rose took a breath. Always, with the dignity. “Samir. I’ve done this sort of 
work all my life. You’ve done it for a matter of days. I know when enough is 
enough. Besides, you’ll have to head off soon for your shift at the bar.” 
Samir lifted his palm toward the sky. “There’s not a single cloud. I can 
finish it in the morning.” 
“Young...Samir. By morning this place will be teeming with water. Trust 
me on that.” 
Samir merely lifted his brows and picked up his shovel, tucking it under his 
arm again as he began pulling on his gloves. He paused in the act and nodded in 
the direction of the collective. “Here comes that weird kid again.” 
Rose turned around and sighed at the sight of Sky stumbling across the 
paddock in a faded blue dress two sizes too big. No hat, she observed. Probably 
no sun block. She put her own gloves on and, with just a brief wave as a greeting, 
picked up her shovel. Hopefully the little torment, who ought to be in school, she 
thought righteously, would stop sniffing around and get the hint. 
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Sky stopped several metres away and watched them scooping the heavy 
soil from mounds by the ditch wall and depositing it into the gap, Samir 
occasionally pausing to stamp it down. She edged closer, narrowing her eyes at 
the way his boots gaped. “Why are your shoes too big?” she asked. 
Rose glanced involuntarily at Samir’s feet, noticing for the first time the 
two pairs of thick socks that could be doing nothing for him in this weather. 
Samir didn’t look up, so Rose frowned repressively at Sky, who ignored her. 
“Well?” she demanded. 
Samir kept digging, but Rose thought he flushed, hard as it was to tell with 
that skin and the heat. He finally flicked an unloving glance at the little girl who 
was squinting up at him. “I couldn’t afford new ones. I got them at Vinnies.” 
Sky crinkled up her face even more. “Can’t afford boots? River says you 
don’t even pay rent ‘cause you just squat.” This must have seemed inadequate to 
her. She added, “On the ground.” 
Samir glared at her before shooting a look at Rose who immediately looked 
back to her pile of mud. “Don’t be stupid,” he muttered. 
“It’s not stupid! It’s a real thing.” 
Rose cut her short. “That’s enough, missy.” She heaped another pile of 
earth in the gap, frowning. So those boys were squatting were they? Plenty of 
empty old wrecks of places on the south side of town these days. She was 
surprised she hadn’t heard about it though. People wouldn’t like it. There were 
plenty of people not happy about them being in town at all. Irene Fen had even 
walked smack up to her at mass and had a go at her for giving jobs to foreigners 
over locals. As if her useless lump of a son would work for the kind of money 
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she could afford to pay. She dug deeper with her shovel, feeling a headache 
coming on. 
Sky had sidled closer to Samir. “Your hat’s stupid.” 
Samir sighed. “You said that yesterday.” 
“Well, it looks stupid today too.” 
“Good.” 
“I don’t have to wear a hat. Dad says unlike mum he lets me be free to 
make my own decisions, like a leaf in the wind.” 
“So you decided on skin cancer?” 
“Leaves are at the mercy of the wind,” Rose sniped. She could feel her face 
getting redder with the exertion. Samir was right, she should finish this in a 
couple of hours when the sun was down and it’d be bearable. 
“They’re free, though.” 
Neither Rose nor Samir bothered to respond. A brief, blessed breeze kicked 
at the hem of Sky’s dress and flipped her fair hair. She poked a toe at the 
carefully packed dirt. “What are you even doing this for?” 
Temper fraying, Rose chipped out the words too hastily. “Because your 
father and bloody River trespassed on my land in the middle of the night and 
destroyed this ditch. I hope they go to gaol for it.” 
Samir looked at her in surprise and she flushed with annoyance, nodding to 
the dirt to indicate he should get on with it, then feeling bad about that too. The 
heat was getting to her. 
Sky had drawn a deep breath. “But they thought the ditch was going to 
empty all the water on River’s fields.” 
“Well, it wouldn’t have. There’s a channel.” 
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“They didn’t know.” 
Rose felt her temper snap altogether. She stood and stared Sky down. 
“Then they should have acted like proper law-abiding citizens and asked, but I 
suppose that’s just not the way of people like you.” 
Sky heaved a sudden sob. “Well people like you who call the cops all the 
time are dobbers and everyone hates you.” She turned and stormed back across 
the field, her arms swatting the long grass out of her way. 
Rose turned and shoved her spade into the dirt, ashamed of herself and 
furious that Samir had witnessed her losing her temper with a little girl. “Only 
thongs on,” she muttered in poor self-defence. “Silly kid’ll get bitten by a snake.” 
Samir snorted. “Not her. Tough as leather.” 
Rose was grateful that he pretended to side with her. Most days he was 
quite patient with the lonely mite. It was the heat. 
They worked steadily in silence. Eventually Samir flicked her a look. “I 
should have been doing this all my life,” he said, returning to their original 
conversation. “My family, we’re from Palestine. We had olives for over a 
hundred years. Then oranges.” 
Rose missed the point. “Can’t grow olives around here. Too wet. I like the 
trees, though.” They were nearing the top of the ditch. She looked at the piles of 
dirt left and at the length of the shadows made by the gnarly gum trees in the 
bush above them. “You’d better head off to your bar now. Can’t be losing a 
regular job like that.” Telling him not to get too comfy, thought Rose. There 
weren’t too many steady weeks like this left. She watched his face as he finished 
with the pile in front of him and pulled off his silly hat. He looked disappointed. 
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Chapter 5 
Dear Winter, 
I haven’t replied to your emails lately because I don’t know what I’m 
supposed to say. You say you know me and you know it’s not true about that kid. 
But you keep on saying it and I know what you want. You want me to tell you in 
black and white that I didn’t do anything so you can go tell those idiots up the 
pub what a good boy I always was. That there mustn’t be that much boong in me 
after all. Well, it’s just not that easy. There are some things that happen here that 
could make you crazy. You lot at home only want to hear me say I’m okay. That 
everything’s alright. Well, right now, it’s not. So if you don’t want to know, don’t 
keep reading. Just delete this whole fucking thing. 
I typed that five days ago and didn’t know where to start. But now I’ve 
figured it out. I’m gonna tell you three stories from here and you have to figure 
out which two are true and which one is a lie. Then you can tell me how easy it is 
to know what’s true and what’s not.  
This is my first story. It’s about a bird. You’ll get the others later.  
You know how at home on the creek you can’t ever not hear a bird or see 
one if you want to? Here I felt like I was going deaf without them, especially in 
the morning. I thought maybe it was because it’s just so dry. There aren’t hardly 
any trees, any big ones anyway, so what’re they supposed to sit in? This guy told 
me people hunt and eat the birds. Also bird smuggling is a way to pull in some 
notes - over a thousand American dollars if you can catch hold of something 
good like an eagle. These people here, they have to make money out of dust. He 
told me they even smuggle Indian mynas. They should come and dig some of the 
dirty bastards out of Australia then, where they’re kicking out all the native 
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birds. Makes you wonder, doesn’t it? Why things thrive most where they don’t 
belong? Mynas, cane toads, lantana, white people - or should I be on the side of 
the whites? Who do I root for? Which side rooted me? 
Then I did see a bird here. He was sitting on a wall that was so knocked 
about it was hardly more than a pile of rocks. I was looking right at him for a 
few moments before I saw him. He had some good camo. Mainly white with 
brown sort of spots on him. Some kind of falcon. Nasty looking hooked beak and 
serious talons. But he had these lines near his eyes that made him look worried, 
so it was hard not to like him. 
We were out on patrol; spread out, weighed down and supposedly alert. 
But those brown eyes had hold of me for a bit and I slid on some stones and when 
I looked up, he was gone. I suppose he hopped down the other side of the wall, 
but still, it was a pretty impressive disappearing act. This was a big moment for 
me ‘cause it was the first time I was ever shot at by a real enemy with real 
bullets. One nicked the ground by my foot and there was a puff of dust. 
Adrenaline fired through my veins and I grinned like a maniac. 
The next time I saw him he was on the branch of a small tree in a creek 
bed. This was the same creek where an IED had ripped the leg off an Afghan 
soldier a couple weeks before and being shot at wasn’t giving me quite the same 
joy anymore. We were going slow, slow, slow, eyeing every crack and crevice. A 
flutter of blue caught my eye and there was the falcon. Tucked in close to the 
trunk, keeping an eye on us in between pecking at a piece of blue string he had 
wrapped round his leg. I guess he’d picked it up scavenging round the village. I 
stopped for a second. I wanted to see the end, you know? If he didn’t get that bit 
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of plastic off, he’d be fucked. There’s no catching mice with a bright blue 
advertisement like that. Bad enough that he has yellow claws. 
And then he hooked that beak in the loop and wrestled it round and jerked 
it loose. He looked up, holding the thing for a moment, then he let it go. It drifted 
down a few metres ahead and snaked in the dust at my feet. Dust, I realised, that 
had small rocks scattered over it in a way that looked just a little too artificial. 
And when I called Rollo, the combat engineer over, he found the pressure plate 
for an IED. 
So you think you see what I’m saying. That the bird saved my life. And I 
am. But I’m not crazy. I’m not saying he meant to. Just that he did. 
The last time I saw him was a bad, bad day. IEDs had held up a resupply 
trip for hours that morning. We’d had a firefight starting in an orchard the day 
before that had us held down into the night in a hellish maze of a compound. 
After all that we were on watch in some village while our bigwigs argued with 
the local bigwigs further up about the night before.  
I was stuffed. Baking in the sun. Dust sliding over me so thick it felt like 
liquid, and hating everyone around me, starting with my mate Smiley on the next 
corner, bouncing on his toes and looking fresh as a daisy. And an old bearded 
dude in a turban who was giving us the dirty from his perch on a nearby roof and 
talking into his mobile - probably giving intel to the insurgency and laughing up 
his arse that there was no way for us to tell and nothing we could do. Then there 
was the group of smiling kids hanging around nice as pie, sometimes flicking a 
stone so it hit the wall near me, then giggling, “Sorry! Sorry!” before doing it 
again. You see? Hours of standing around, hours of tension and aggravation. It’s 
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like that dust - soft and subtle and making you crazy. And the dark, dark shit 
from the night before. 
Then a guy came tearing up the street and screaming out, practically 
foaming at the mouth. People were running towards him and away from him. The 
mongrel dogs of the village were at his heels and going off their heads. And fair 
or not, the one thing you can’t do in a combat zone without making guys with 
guns very nervous is run. So Smiley and me were aiming at him and screaming at 
him to stop, but he was on a mission. Later I said I held my fire because I saw he 
was unarmed and that there was no way he was packing a bomb under his thin 
shirt and old grey pants, but honestly, in the mess of it all, I don’t know if I 
realised anything but the scream of misery tearing from his throat. 
Then among the screams and the chaos, while I’m bawling ‘Stop!’ and 
thinking Diversion? Ambush? and Smiley dropped to his knee in the guy’s path 
aiming right at him, something flashed above the village wall over Smiley’s 
shoulder and I thought Diversion! and I squeezed out a shot. 
And fuck. It could’ve been anything. Some old lady or a kid climbing up to 
see what all the ruckus was about. But you have to understand. Sometimes the 
pressure is ratcheted up so high. And your mate’s right there with his eye on the 
prize. Can you take a chance? But these are things you think about later. Right 
then I just saw that I had shot the falcon.  
The shot made the man nearly fall over himself stopping. And the big bird 
falling to the ground made the people round let out this ‘Oh!’ like air escaping 
out of a balloon. Then look at me. He didn’t die straight away either, and I 
remembered that this was why I gave up shooting foxes with old Smoky when I 
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was a kid. The poor thing thrashed about, his chest slicking up with blood while 
he tore and pecked at himself, twisting and screaming in pain.  
And I stood there and did nothing.  
Smiley, Rollo and the translator rounded up the running man and a kid of 
about fifteen walked over and hit my falcon on the head with a chunk of yellow 
brick. The kid kneeled in the dust, looking down on the useless body, a bit of 
wind kicking up the feathers. Then he grabbed it by the feet and took it away, 
walking by me with that grand thing dangling at his side. He didn’t look at me. 
And I swear I felt this dread, like I thought I was going to cry right there with the 
shame of it. I killed a bird that saved my life. A beautiful big thing that’d survived 
god knows how round this hell hole until it came up onto me. And also because 
I’d lost sight of what I was supposed to be doing. And finally because after years 
of training and all the patrolling and fire fights, the only thing I’d killed had been 
a bird. 
Wiley 
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Chapter 6 
Winter sat high on the roof of the Catholic Church, her arms wrapped 
round her knees. Though the lowering sun burned into her back through her t-
shirt, gusts of wind swirled around her, lifting goose bumps on her skin and 
filling her mouth with the taste of damp earth from the cemetery below. This was 
the time of day she liked the least, when the spice of the morning was long gone 
and the sun sagged in the sky. 
Jolie and Jase were spread out on the tiles below her, eyes closed. She 
stretched her legs and her feet scraped the lichen that coated the tiles, sending 
tiny green flakes down onto her two oldest friends, but neither reacted.  
She frowned across at the clouds gathering once more in the west. There 
was something about being exposed on the rooftop with nothing between her and 
the sky which felt fundamentally unsafe, reminding her of the time their science 
teacher had taken them out to the oval and pointed out that they were standing 
right on top of the earth with nothing but gravity stopping them from being 
sucked away into space. 
She peeled a sliver of curling white paint from the wall of the belfry beside 
her, listening to the tap of her dinghy as it bobbed against its rope down amongst 
the mangroves. She could just head home. Slough away another Sunday lying on 
the dock listening to the water and trying to figure out Wiley’s email. But she 
wasn’t in the mood to be around her father either. 
She’d beaten him home from whale watching the night before, still angry at 
both him and Amin. She was contemplating a frozen pizza in her oldest pyjamas 
when she heard the screen door slam over the sound of the radio. Turning it 
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down she called out that he’d bunged it on a bit much that day. Lochie called out, 
“Bullshit!” and walked in with Amin and two bags of steaming Chinese takeout.  
She folded her arms over the faded picture of Kermit on her top, but not 
before Amin saw it and grinned. 
Lochie grabbed her pizza and levered it back into the packed freezer 
saying, “You don’t need that rubbish. We’ve got China’s finest right here.” 
“The finest Chinese food is made by Sheila Fen?” Winter pulled plates 
from the cupboard and followed Lochie and Amin to the small table in the 
lounge room. “Dad, there are pineapple fritters on the menu.” She plonked a 
spring roll and a few dumplings onto her plate and moved away to sit on the 
cracked vinyl back of the couch. 
Ignoring her, Lochie filled Amin’s plate then his own. “Best honey chicken 
you’ll ever eat.” 
“The dancing Chinaman at the counter can only be described as racist.” 
Winter broke her spring roll in half. 
Lochie frowned at her. “What’s the matter with you?” 
“I just don’t think that cranky old cow should be able to call a place with 
plastic chairs and a tank full of half-dead goldfish ‘The Celestial Palace’.” She 
slid round onto the couch, her back to them, unforgiving, but glad of Amin’s 
laugh. She watched him fold the chicken into the rice in the reflection of the 
window. 
Lochie whistled and shook his head and turned his attention back to Amin. 
“Eat up, mate. You’ll have a beer?” He headed out to the fridge as he spoke. 
 “No thanks.” 
“Is that a cultural thing?” Lochie called. 
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Winter rolled her eyes and muttered, “Geez.” 
“I don’t really drink much.” 
Lochie returned with a long neck of Victoria Bitter. “That’s good to hear. 
Not that the odd beer’s a bad thing, mind. But too many of you young blokes go 
silly with it.” 
Winter’s mouth dropped open and she shook her head in disbelief. 
Hypocritical old bugger. 
Lochie took a pull of his beer. “Take my eldest, Wiley. The army’s got him 
toeing the line now, but not so many years ago he was a danger to himself. He’d 
come home all banged up from fighting. Rolled his car on that old dirt road. His 
sister here even had to fish him out of the drink down by the dock once. Slipped 
off the end, hit his head, nearly drowned himself and her.” 
Winter bit hard into a dumpling. ‘That was you, Dad,’ she thought. And if 
Wiley hadn’t’ve been there to help her, plastered though he undoubtedly was, the 
slick dead weight of Lochie would’ve been too much for her. 
Lochie continued. “Did you hear he’s in Afghanistan right now? Isn’t that a 
funny thing?” 
Amin looked down at his food. 
“You’re sitting right where he would be if he was home.” 
Amin looked across at the back of Winter’s head, then to his plate, before 
forking a load of rice into his mouth and chewing slowly. 
“They tell us he’s there to protect people from the Taliban. He doesn’t tell 
us much of anything, so who the hell knows?” 
Amin looked up. “I think the idea’s to protect people like you, Lochie. Not 
people like me.” 
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Lochie leaned back, then nodded slowly. “The stories we tell ourselves, 
hey?” 
Amin shrugged. “Like the story you told today. One of those men killed 
that boy. And maybe they were frightened, but maybe they were chasing him off 
land they wanted for themselves.” 
Winter abandoned her plate and swivelled back round. 
Her father was frowning. “You don’t believe that story?” 
Amin chased an errant cashew. Winter watched it waver on the teeth of his 
fork as he focused his attention on Lochie, asking, “How much of it do you think 
is true?” 
Lochie said, “What d’you mean ‘how much’?” 
The cashew rolled back onto the plate. Winter chimed in, “C’mon, Dad. 
The giant bird?” 
Lochie opened his eyes wide. “What? Don’t Afghani birds get as big as 
Aussie ones?” 
Amin relaxed and asked, “Well, for one, did the storm really kill so many 
men?” 
“Why? How many was it today again, Dad?” Winter jibed. 
Then Lochie disconcerted her by saying with real irritation, “Ten men were 
given land grants on the creek. Maybe there weren’t so many who actually came 
out here that time, but I can tell you that after the storm there were two left. It’ll 
be on record somewhere. I don’t know what they taught you up in that bloody 
school if you don’t even know that.” 
Winter reddened and Amin calmly interceded. “I guess in the end the 
message of a story like that is more important than the numbers and facts. The 
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men knew they’d shown no honour. They probably felt they deserved the storm. 
I mean one of them got away with murder. Or did they get caught after all?” 
“Son, no-one cared about the poor old blackfellas getting killed.” Lochie 
shifted in his seat. “There was basically no-one round to catch anyone anyway. 
Most people reckon it was old JJ Whittaker who did it. Like sharks, that lot. If 
anyone could shoot a person and hide it, it’d be a Whittaker. But oh no, Terry 
and that young fella of his swear up and down he was white as snow. You could 
never prove otherwise.” 
Amin pushed his plate away. “And what happened next?” 
“What d’you mean?” 
“With the Aborigines? I mean, a big creek like this near the sea, there 
would have been a community living here wouldn’t there? That night would have 
only been the start of it, wouldn’t it?” 
Lochie stared at him. Finally Winter said, “I think they just went away.” 
“Went away?” 
Somehow the way he said it made her skin cool. 
Lochie rose, mumbling that he needed another beer and ambled into the 
kitchen. 
Winter told Amin, “One of the settlers was his great great grandfather, you 
see?” 
And he probably had seen that she could’ve helped him avoid that blunder. 
It had been petty, but she’d gone up to bed then, feeling in some thin sort of way 
that she’d paid him back for letting her tell him all sorts of things about herself 
while he told her nothing about his life. Now she watched a black currawong hop 
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along the ridge of the church roof, tipping his dark eye to assess how dangerous 
she was, and realised she felt more alone than ever. 
She looked at the old graves below her, wondering if the oldest Whittaker 
was amongst them. The church had stopped burying people there long ago, the 
space only large enough for a hundred or so graves. She knew from experience 
that a number of the headstones were missing or unreadable and leaned forward 
to nudge Jase’s shoulder with her toe. “Hey.” 
Jase opened an eye and twisted his head up towards her. “What?” 
“Do you know where they keep the records of the graves down there?” She 
jerked her chin towards the cemetery. 
He sat up on his elbows and looked obediently down on the chunks of 
mouldering stone. “You wouldn’t think it’d work to have a cemetery in such a 
swampy place.” 
“So do you know?” 
“Why would I?” 
Winter waved her hand toward the church below. “From when you helped 
out Father Conlan. You know, like a thingy.” 
“Altar boy.” 
Jolie opened her eyes. “Altar boys just ring the bell and hand the bible 
about.” 
“The ones that don’t know where the wine’s kept do.” Jase winked. 
Winter persisted. “So can you show me where they keep records and 
stuff?” 
“I can try.” Jase rolled over onto his knees and lifted his head, sniffing the 
air. “Smell that?” 
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The girls sniffed the sugary scent of lemon lifting on the breeze. “Terry’s 
cooking up citrus squares,” said Jolie. 
“Nup,” replied Jase. He began to head up the roof, hands grazing the tiles 
for balance. “It’s lemon drops.” 
“And Terry’s fat arse is floating around in his fishing boat,” added Winter. 
“Some other poor bastards are sweating away in there.” 
“It’s not that bad.” Jolie followed Jase. 
“Don’t forget I worked there.” Jase was first to shimmy through the 
opening into the belfry. “It’s no Oompa Loompa land, let me tell you. You know 
your gear gets searched and you get felt up as you leave to see if you’ve stashed 
some of his crap lollies in your pants?”  
Winter snickered, following him and Jolie down the twisting staircase. 
“So which dead people are we looking up?” he asked her.  
Winter hesitated as the back door of the church slammed and Jase held up a 
hand in warning. They heard Father Conlan shuffle along the wooden floor of the 
church. She smelled incense mixed with dust and fought the urge to sneeze. His 
footsteps came towards them then away, presumably towards the vestry. The 
three friends eased forward again. Winter saw Jase was still looking at her 
expectantly and said, “The first Whittaker.” 
Jolie stopped suddenly, causing Winter to tread on the back of her thong. 
“What are you doing?” Winter hissed. 
Jolie pushed her back and rubbed at her heel, opening her mouth to answer, 
but Jase broke in impatiently. “Geez, Winter. The Whittakers are protties. He’ll 
be over the road.” 
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Winter shook her head at her own stupidity. “Right, sorry. Well, let’s go 
look.” 
“For what?” demanded Jolie. 
Winter frowned at her. “What’s the matter with you? I’m curious.” 
“About what?” 
“I dunno. I’ve just been wondering what really happened between us and 
their lot back then. I just want to have a look.” 
Jase looked up through the black iron railings. “You might not like what 
you find out.” 
Winter bristled. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“Just that from all the old stories, there were some rough bastards back 
then, on both sides of the river.” 
 
Outside they walked in silence down the lane and across the road. The two 
churches faced each other across Forest Road which marked the unofficial 
division between the north and south sides of the town. From here the north side 
undulated upwards to a ridge of oversized houses rendered in sherbet pinks and 
greens and fronted with huge glass walls, the better to take advantage of the 
magnificent ocean views. The south side spread amongst a fickle network of 
channels hooking off the main waterway. Jase lived at the ragged southern tip in 
a caravan park glowing blue with bug zappers and reigned over by an ancient 
cockatoo chained at the foot. He liked to say real life was lived down in the 
canals, but when king tides slunk up the creek and filled the grounds to the 
bottom step of his van with blinking grey water, Winter had seen his face. It was 
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the same with the churches. The baseboards of the Catholic Church rotted, while 
the Anglicans sat high and dry on solid stone hauled down from the hills. 
A waist high wall topped with a row of dark green iron spears ran along the 
red brick frontage. The three friends hoisted themselves onto the wall and over 
the railing. They slid along the alley between the church and the brick house that 
had once been the minister’s residence, emerging at the drive. The circle of 
gravel was dotted with roses in perfect circles of dirt. At its centre was a flaking 
grey statue of a saint, made mournful by blackened water marks running from 
beneath its eye sockets. Jase stooped to snatch a handful of gravel and took aim, 
after several tries pinging one off the stone dove perched on the statue’s 
shoulder.  
“Look out.” Winter nodded toward the rhododendrons where the minister 
stood frowning at them from under a huge straw hat, secateurs held aloft. 
Jase lifted his hands in a gesture of innocence that reminded Winter of high 
school, and the pebbles dribbled to the ground. They heard the older man 
mumble as he stooped back over his pruning, shaking his head. 
“Cranky old bastard,” muttered Jase. 
Jolie stepped over the low stone wall beyond the drive and looked for a 
path between the conifers that screened the old cemetery from view. “Mum 
reckons he was hot when he was younger.” 
Jase pulled back a branch of a cobwebby cypress for the others to pass 
through and winked. “She likes those cardis, huh? Or is it the hellfire thing that 
does it for her?” 
Jolie squeezed past him. “You know, Catholics really know nothing about 
Anglicans. Their mass isn’t like that at all.” 
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Winter followed close on her heels. “How would you know?” 
“Whit says so. He says that attitude is all jealousy. It all comes from the 
Irish Catholics being jealous of the English because they had so much more 
power and money, and because most of the Irish out here were convicts.” 
“They were not,” Winter bit back, though she wasn’t sure. Frowning, she 
stepped around a gravestone to better see Jolie’s face. Loretta had once said that 
Jolie was a girl you ought to look at head on when you talked to her. Jase too had 
paused amongst a tangle of alyssum and watched, narrow-eyed as Jolie began 
working her way along the nearest row of graves, squinting at the faded and 
crumbling lettering. Feigning nonchalance, she said, “He told me you wouldn’t 
like hearing about this kind of stuff. Byrne’s a very common name for Irish 
people, so...” 
“So what?” asked Winter. 
“So you’re probably defensive ‘cause it’s in your background. He reckons 
your family got the smaller patch of land on the south side of the creek because 
they were Irish and probably ex-convicts or servants or something, and you’ve 
all just sulked on your crappy side of the creek watching his family get richer and 
richer with the good land.” She slid a quick look at a stunned Winter and curled a 
finger through her hair. “I mean, look at your Dad - fucked up marriages, always 
pissed, slides around any rule he can with the business. Whit says he and your 
grandad used to have a still up in the hills behind Rose’s place - it’s classic 
Irish.” 
Winter stared at Jolie. She knew where it was coming from - could almost 
see Whit grinning over her friend’s shoulder - but it was so spiteful she was 
almost too surprised to be angry. 
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Jase, however, was angry enough for both of them. “Are you fucking 
kidding me? Your name’s O’Brien. You’re Irish Catholic.” 
Jolie folded her arms. “We weren’t convicts, though. We came out as free 
settlers. Aunty Ruby did a family tree...” 
Jase snorted. “Who gives a shit? Christ, this isn’t the fifties. Only backward 
meatheads like Whit and his mates care about where you came from. No-one else 
minds as long as you’re not...” He broke off with a cough as Father Dutton 
rounded the entrance and stalked towards them, all awkward angles. 
“What’re you lot doing messing about in here?” He came to a halt, 
swatting aside a thigh high spray of grass. 
Jase began to slide towards the gap in the trees, but Winter frowned him 
into position. “I thought it’d be cool to check out the old graves. I wanted to 
know if the first families to the area were buried in here. Like the Whittakers.” 
“What for?” 
“It’s history, isn’t it?” offered Jase. 
“Dad’s always on about that old stuff so I thought I’d have a look around,” 
added Winter. “Aren’t we allowed in here?” 
Father Dutton considered her for a moment. “We don’t give tours, you 
know.” 
Jase wobbled as he tried to balance on the crumbling border of a grave. 
“No worries, we can just poke around till we find it. Nothing else to do.” 
Father Dutton narrowed his eyes, then sighed and gestured towards the 
corner furthest from the creek. “Come on, then.” 
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Jase winked at Winter behind the priest’s back as they followed him back 
past the entrance gate and on to a cluster of graves surrounded by a corroded iron 
fence. 
“This is the final resting place of some of the early members of the 
Whittaker family. The first Whittaker, John James Whittaker, built the original 
part of the church and his son Michael built the addition some years later.” He 
flicked a long finger toward a headstone on which Winter could barely make out 
‘Whittaker’ let alone ‘Michael’ carved onto the left hand page of a stone book, 
though ‘Martha’ was clear enough on the facing page.  
“Where’s John James Whittaker’s headstone then?” she asked. 
Father Dutton rubbed his thumbs across his fingertips, reminding her of a 
praying mantis. Finally he shifted to the next row and indicated a narrow grave 
on the end with a small stone at the head of the plot. They trailed behind him and 
stood around the weed-choked stump of stone. 
“What’s he doing away from the rest of them?” asked Jase.  
Father Dutton frowned. “Well, he drowned, you know, and his body was 
never recovered. I believe it was a number of years before they gave up looking. 
The grave is only symbolic, the remains aren’t actually there.” 
Winter looked from the stunted stone back to the generous family slabs 
guarded by rusting garlands. Jase put her thoughts into words. “They could’ve 
saved him a spot though, couldn’t they? Seems a bit rough.” He pushed a tuft of 
kangaroo grass aside with his foot. All three leaned in to read the short 
inscription. John James Whittaker 1892. A blurred symbol above showed two 
palms lifted upwards. 
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Winter looked at the priest. “I thought he’d have some big fancy thing. 
With a statue maybe.” 
He shrugged. “That’s something the family decides. Perhaps he was a 
humble man.” 
Winter raised an eyebrow. “A humble Whittaker. That’d be something, 
anyway.” 
Jase leaned down and rubbed a finger against the headstone. “It’s not even 
marble.” 
“So what?” asked Jolie. She’d kept a few paces back and her arms were 
folded. 
Jase stood back up. “So you do big fancy deeds like building churches and 
you get big fancy headstones.” 
Winter flicked her thong against the worn stone and said, “Small grey 
stones are for small grey deeds.” 
Father Dutton gave her a narrow look. “There’s a very handsome stained 
glass memorial inside the church.” 
“Still...” Winter squinted at the carving. “What’s the drawing of the hands 
mean?” 
“In praise of God, or in hope of mercy. It’s a very common symbol.” 
Father Dutton shifted his woolly sleeve across to check his watch and clapped his 
hands together. “Alright, now. You’ve had your fun. I have some gardening to 
do.” 
The others started off, but Winter lingered. “Don’t you think it’s weird, 
though, that they didn’t find his body? An important guy like that?” 
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“No. Happened all the time. Come on, now, clear off.” Father Dutton 
waited until they shifted away before marching back into the outstretched arms 
of his rhododendrons, Jase muttering that if it happened all the time there’d be 
bodies all over the shop. 
Winter followed Jase and Jolie along the path and through the back gate 
where they stood awkwardly in the laneway, the tension of the argument still 
with them. 
“Where to now?” Jolie asked finally. Winter heard the nervous note and 
knew it would be over for now. 
“We could pick up some beers for that backpacker party on the beach,” 
suggested Jase. “Unless you’d like to go suck Pauline Hanson’s dick instead?” he 
added. 
Winter laughed. 
“I’m not a racist, alright?” snapped Jolie. “I just think it’s interesting what 
he says about who was here first and who’s contributed the most. I mean, it’s 
important right?” 
Jase groaned and leaned his forehead against the metal bar on top of the 
gate. “God, get me out of this town.” 
Jolie let it drop. “If you hadn’t spent year twelve punching cones you 
might’ve gotten out of here.” 
Jase pointed at her. “Sitting right next to me packing them.” 
Winter settled against the gate and pulled out her phone. 
“Calling lover boy?” asked Jolie. 
Winter tapped at the screen. “Searching for something on old JJ. If they 
didn’t find his body, how do they know he drowned?” 
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“Who’s lover boy?” Jase straightened. 
“No-one,” said Winter. 
“Amin. The guy from the Jolly. He’s working on Lochie’s boat.” Jolie 
offered an olive branch. “He’s hot.” 
Winter shoved her phone back in her pocket. “Nothing.” 
“They probably knew he was going fishing or swimming or something. 
People hardly ever turn up if they go missing out on the ocean. Though it 
could’ve been the river,” said Jase. 
“Yeah. Still, I think that gravestone’s weird.” 
Jase was losing interest. “What does all that old shit matter? My pop says 
let the dead bury the dead.” 
Winter looked back into the cemetery. The poplars from the laneway sent 
long twiggy shadows across the graves. It was so strange to think of the dead 
bodies underneath them. Neat rows of skeletons here. One lost underwater. One 
buried beneath a tree. She looked back to Jase. “I just want to know what 
happened.” 
 
The rest of the afternoon was peaceful; lying up on Lighthouse Beach 
under the jetty out of the intermittent splatters of huge cold rain drops. The three 
friends snuggled together with Jase in the middle, drinking beer and eating from 
a greasy slab of hot chips wrapped in butcher’s paper. They made small talk with 
Arch who was wearing a big black hoodie and painting a scene on the underside 
of the wooden jetty of a huge green arrow that was filled with rabbits and 
pointing out to sea. 
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Slowly the day trippers and surf life savers headed home. Winter, Jolie and 
Jase moved out onto the sand where sunburned backpackers were dragging 
driftwood into piles and throwing a football around. 
Fires were lit and Jase joined a game of volleyball while Jolie and Winter 
hunkered down to share a beer with some guys who had come on a whale-
watching tour earlier in the week. Leaning back against a rock and wrapped in a 
beach towel, Winter watched the party around her through half-closed eyes. She 
wasn’t much of a drinker and her second beer made her feel slow. Next to her 
Jolie was wriggling up against a sharp-eyed Pommie with short, bristly hair who 
slid his narrow hand back and forth along her calf. But her eyes flicked 
continually toward the dimly lit car park where newcomers continued to arrive. 
Winter knew she was looking for Whit and wondered if she’d really get off with 
him after years of being tormented by him.  
Jolie’s house was close by the school and her roof had been rocked and her 
front door egged almost weekly in their final year when Winter’s battle with 
Whit had been at its worst. She wondered how Jolie could forget this. She talked 
now like so many people did, like school was something you forgot and laughed 
about once you were out, but Winter’s memories of Whit back then were fresh 
and sharp, and some of them even beloved.  
The most precious was from her seventeenth birthday. She’d worn jeans to 
school to celebrate, deciding rules be damned, and had been made to change into 
an undersized red sports skirt from lost property or have her father called up. 
Flouncing out of the office, she’d accidently walked right into the middle of 
Whit’s group of friends. He’d said, “What’s up, white trash?” and flipped her 
skirt up to show everyone her undies. She’d spun around and punched him right 
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across the nose and mouth, enough to draw blood and split the skin on her 
knuckles. A teacher had come out before he had time to get her back and the 
universal law against dobbing meant he had to watch her walk away. She’d paid 
of course, with the word ‘bitch’ keyed across the bonnet of her car, but the sharp 
feel of his face against the bones of her fist and the rush of hitting without 
thinking or holding back was beautiful, and worth the rust that gradually ate the 
word in permanently. It had felt like the first real thing that had ever happened to 
her. 
Now she yawned and took another sip of beer, wondering if she should 
head home. Sharp-eyes had a friend who had spent the final hour of twilight 
telling Winter about his transformation in Goa while she nodded occasionally 
and wondered vaguely where it was. He settled his arm about her shoulders and 
she smelled sweat and the home smell of beer and closed her eyes, wishing she 
was in her little boat, away from the dirt and complications of friends and 
strangers, heading through the black water to the pure solitude of her house. 
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Chapter 7 
Amin pushed open the door of the tiny gift shop on main street by the Fives 
convenience store where he’d just bought a twelve pack of instant noodles and 
some toothpaste. The bell above the door tinkled and a froth of ribbons encrusted 
with glitter brushed his face. He pushed it aside, watched by a wispy woman 
wrapping a pillow in pale yellow tissue at the counter. 
“Sorry, that’s hung too low for you, isn’t it?” Her smile was self-conscious. 
Amin looked up, bewildered by the display of hanging ornaments crowding 
the ceiling. Gold butterflies, pink and purple dragons - these at least were 
recognisable, but the cluster of ribbons was a mystery. “What is it?” he asked. 
“It’s a hope fountain,” she explained, adding in response to the confusion 
on his face, “It doesn’t matter. It’s for little girls.” 
Amin, still gripping the door handle, was sure the entire shop was for little 
girls. 
The woman gathered the tissue paper in a frothy bunch and tied it with an 
enormous ribbon. “Well!” She smiled in satisfaction then took a step towards 
Amin. “Were you looking for a gift for someone?” 
Amin released the door and moved further inside. He eyed a display of 
crystal dolphins in front of him and shook his head uneasily. “I dunno. I 
thought... There’s this girl...” 
This, however, was enough to draw the shop owner from her corner. “And 
you’d like to get her something?” she suggested. 
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Amin frowned as her hand hovered next to a glass display cabinet filled 
with jewellery. “It’s not... She helped me out with something, you know? I don’t 
want it to be sort of...” 
“Too romantic?” she suggested. 
Amin relaxed a little. “Right.” 
The woman tipped her head to the side and smiled. “But not entirely 
unromantic?” 
Amin found it hard to stop himself smiling in return. “I dunno. Maybe.” 
She held her hand out. “I’m Hillary. And I think you’re Sammy, right?” 
Amin shook her hand, worried that it was still sticky from wiping down the 
bar. “You’re thinking of my friend, Samir. I’m Amin.” 
“Ah.” Hillary nodded wisely. Her attention was caught by something 
outside and Amin followed her gaze to a group of teenagers in black crossing to 
the small grassy square that marked the centre of the town. There they arranged 
themselves over the blob of sandstone that passed for street scaping. Two of the 
girls hunched over a mobile phone and the lone boy smoked a cigarette, but the 
other three sat with their heads bowed, hair swinging forward to hide their faces. 
“What’re they doing?” Amin asked Hillary. 
She sighed. “Being vampires. It’s a sort of game. They’re not popular.” 
She nodded towards the fish and chip shop on the opposite corner where the 
sharp-faced owner had come out to watch the group, arms folded across her 
narrow bosom. “Do you know Irene Fen?” 
“Yep. We lived off her potato scallops and burgers when we first got here. 
Her son usually served though.” 
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“Roland. He’s on the marijuana.” She smoothed her palms against the front 
of her skirt and tiny bells tinkled in the hem. “It’s not nice to talk about people 
that way, but it’s true. He smokes it in the parking lot out back. I can smell it.” 
Amin nodded, thinking that he knew for a fact Roly Fen was doing a hell 
of a lot more than that in the parking lot. That the hill boys had him dealing at 
least speed out there, and down at the beachfront as well. He watched Irene Fen’s 
mouth open and close and her arm chop through the air. “What’s she doing?” he 
wondered aloud. 
Hillary sighed again. “Telling the kids to bugger off. She’s always saying 
they’re the bane of the town. She says they vandalised the phone box and they 
look like freaks and scare off the tourists. I suppose she’s right.” 
Amin smiled. “They seem pretty tame to me.” 
Hillary twisted her hands together. “When they can be bothered getting up 
early enough they go down and stare at everyone coming out of mass on Sunday. 
They paint blood dripping from their mouths and sometimes they hiss.” 
He laughed. “They’re just being kids. Trying to make themselves 
interesting. If that’s all Irene Fen has to worry about, she’s doing alright. 
Everyone says it was one of the Banners who did over the phone booth anyway.” 
Hillary visibly relaxed. “Yes, well. It’s just that the one on the end is 
mine.” 
Amin looked at a short, slightly tubby vampire shivering in a black corset. 
He grinned sideways at Hillary and she covered a giggle with her hand. “I know. 
It’s so embarrassing. I wish she’d grow out of it. And she looks like she’s 
freezing, but if I went out there with a jumper, she’d kill me.” 
“What’s her name?” asked Amin. 
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“Penny. But I’m supposed to call her Scarlet. If I don’t, she won’t talk to 
me. Also they have this thing where they cross their hands over their chest and 
that means they’re invisible and you can’t talk to them. It tends to come on when 
it’s time to do the washing up,” she added with some bitterness. 
“How old is she?” 
“Fourteen.” 
Amin sobered, frowning at the way the tops of Penny’s plump breasts were 
pushed above the line of her corset. 
Hillary read his thoughts. “The worst of it is she’s joined the rest of the 
silly girls around here and got herself a crush on Liam Whittaker.” 
“I wouldn’t have thought he’d be her type.” 
Hillary shrugged helplessly. “It’s a bit hard for these girls to find their type. 
Most of the boys don’t go in for the dressing up nonsense. Except for Rowan 
there.” She nodded at the solitary male of the group. “And I think he might 
be...you know...gay,” Hillary mouthed. “All this time she’d go on and on about 
how stupid all the rev heads were and I was so relieved, and all of a sudden I’m 
hearing her on the phone with her friends and it’s Whit this and Whit that. If only 
he weren’t so bloody good looking.” 
Amin said tactfully. “I don’t think he would take notice of someone so 
young.” 
“Not when he’s in his right mind he wouldn’t...” said Hillary, making 
Amin wonder who didn’t know about Whit’s habits. “But on one of his benders 
he could spoil a girl like Penny without thinking twice about it.” 
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They watched silently as Penny slid her hands up to warm her bare arms 
and Amin wondered why girls were so often made to sound like fruit, as if even 
the most tender touch bruised their purity and sent them to the bargain bin. 
“Anyway.” Hillary pressed her hands together and turned her back on the 
scene outside. “We were choosing a present for someone for you.” 
Amin shook his head. “You know, I don’t know what she’d like. It was a 
dumb idea.” 
Hillary looked around for inspiration. “Could you tell me something about 
her? Would she like perfume? Or perhaps a purse?” 
Amin thought of Winter with her rolled up jeans and old tennis shoes. 
“She’s not that kind of girl.” 
Hillary moved further into the shop. “What does she like to do?” 
“She swims. In the creek. And she’s good on boats.” 
Hillary raised her eyebrows. “Okay, well, what comes to mind when you 
think of her?” 
Amin flushed. “It’s stupid.” 
“It’ll be just between us.” 
“She reminds me of a fox. Her hair’s sort of dark but with some red in it. 
And her face is sort of...” 
“Pointy?” 
“Delicate.” The red deepened. 
Hillary brightened, returning to the counter and reaching into the display 
case. “Never much call for fox-related gifts. People hate foxes round here. But I 
couldn’t resist this fellow.” She passed him a figurine only a few centimetres 
high.  
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Amin looked down at the tiny silver fox in his hand. Unlike everything else 
in the shop, it was simple and realistic. It sat on its haunches, tail wrapped around 
minute front paws, its head tipped to the side in a way that reminded him of 
Winter peering through the trees the first time he saw her. “We have foxes in 
Afghanistan, you know? Except they’re more sort of silvery.” 
“This is one hundred per cent silver,” nudged Hillary. 
Amin looked up. “Is it expensive?” 
She took it from him and tipped it up-side-down to see the price sticker. 
“Thirty-seven dollars, ninety-five cents. You can have it for thirty-five.” 
It was almost four hours in the stinking pub kitchen. Amin nodded slowly. 
“Okay.” 
“Lovely.” Hillary took the price tag off the fox, wrapped a square of the 
soft yellow tissue about it, then began to wriggle it into a dark blue velvet pouch. 
Eyes on her work, she murmured, “If you don’t mind me saying, you speak 
English very well. I mean you have an accent, a lovely accent,” she added 
reassuringly, “but otherwise - I mean you use slang and everything - you 
could’ve been born and raised here. But you say you’re from Afghanistan?” 
Amin nodded, counting notes and coins from a hemp wallet he realised 
could do with a clean. 
Hillary passed the bag to him. “So how on earth did you end up out here in 
Repentance Creek?” she persevered. 
Amin handed her the money. “Things happen,” he replied briefly, taking 
the parcel and forcing himself to meet her eyes and smile. “Thanks for your 
help.” He knew he sounded unfriendly and tried again. “I’ll keep an eye out for 
Penny - send her home if she fronts up at the club.” 
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Hillary smiled back and Amin left, feeling both nervous and relieved. 
Somehow even the smallest conversation with a stranger left him feeling as 
though he’d made a mistake.  
He checked the time on his phone. He still had forty minutes left of his 
break. He re-entered the Fives to pick up a bottle of chocolate milk and headed 
down towards the beach. 
The ‘vampires’ had left and three of them were a block ahead, moving in 
the same direction as him. As he crossed the parking lot he saw a fire down on 
the beach and heard the music. Another beach party. He’d hung around on the 
edge of a few of these before and they were all the same. Backpackers off their 
face throwing balls around, local girls in giggling bikinied bunches being picked 
over by the exotic outsiders, local guys dealing dope and more out of trucks 
spiky with antennas and blaring music, and the inevitable skinny dip to round off 
the night. He and Samir had once even brought a few beers down themselves, 
though neither of them ever really drank, and he’d had sex in the dunes with a 
blonde English girl who’d whispered the whole time about smoking heroin in 
Pakistan. He hadn’t returned. 
He stepped down onto some rocks, peering past the fires towards the jetty. 
If there was no-one there he’d head out and sit over the water. Sometimes under 
the jetty lights at night you could see an octopus curling around the pylons, or a 
school of jelly fish drifting by like a dream. But tonight there were boys out there 
doing back flips into the black water. Sighing, he opened his drink and looked 
around. There weren’t so many locals there tonight and fewer drunks. A spirited 
game of touch football had most of the revellers on their feet, bar a few closer to 
the fire. Looking down he realised there was a group drinking right below him, 
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and the hand holding his drink froze halfway to his mouth as he saw that one of 
them was Winter. The beautiful fox woman of the forest. Now lying with beer in 
hand and a shaggy-haired shirtless backpacker leaning over her.  
He carefully put the lid back on his drink. If he drank now he would choke. 
Blood rushed to his cheeks as he considered how ridiculously he had spent the 
last twenty minutes, buying a stupid ornament for a girl who would probably 
laugh in his face. Pushing the velvet pouch deep into his pocket as if somehow, 
someone could see it, he turned away and walked slowly back to the pub. He was 
the stupid boy who peeled potatoes and lived in the forest like a vagrant. And she 
was nothing special either. What in the hell had he been thinking? 
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INTRODUCTION 
The novel Repentance Creek and the accompanying exegesis Bound to the 
Borders support the claim that what has come to be known as ‘refugee fiction’ adds a 
powerful and often disruptive voice to the cultural conversation regarding refugees. 
While the majority of published fictional texts focussing on refugee experiences are 
written by non-refugee writers, they nevertheless work to countermand the ways in 
which dominant negative discourses about refugees in Australia have distorted the 
public’s understanding of who asylum seekers are and how they should be treated in 
Australia’s border spaces. My creative contribution seeks to open up a space to 
counter this discourse and invites a reimagining of refugees within the Australian 
space. Repentance Creek explores the possibilities of representing the refugee 
experience beyond the borderlands, using Australian spaces and landscapes to 
highlight the ongoing repercussions of refugee border crossing experiences on 
refugee belonging. Through establishing connections between refugee characters and 
significant sites, I attempt to subvert the discourse of fear and cultural 
incompatibility that is used to justify mistreatment of refugees. The exegesis argues 
that my own writing and refugee fiction texts such as Eva Sallis’s The Marsh Birds 
(2005), Linda Jaivin’s The Infernal Optimist (2006) and Abdul Karim Hekmat’s Life 
Hanging in the Balance from the anthology Alien Shores (2012) reveal either 
explicitly or implicitly the ways that current attitudes and policies undermine refugee 
belonging, ensuring that refugees are continually conceptually, if not physically, 
bound to the borderlands. 
 
The point where the trajectory of the asylum seeker meets Australian territory 
is a site of peculiar tension in the current political and social realm in Australia. 
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Though this trajectory is typically in a barely seaworthy vessel and the asylum 
seekers are unarmed and predominantly victims of a range of horrors, this breach of 
our watery borders is perceived of as a threat to Australia’s sovereignty. Decades of 
political grandstanding and sensationalist reporting continue to fuel public 
resentment and fear of the presence of asylum seekers in Australia (Blood, Thomas 
and McKay 2011; Mares 2002; Moylan 2013). The necessity for the constructed 
borderland spaces of immigration detention centres (IDCs), offshore processing 
camps and places excised from the “migration zone”, now including in a dark, almost 
comedic, political manoeuvre, the entirety of mainland Australia, is contested by 
only a small proportion of the population. The current government’s declared silence 
around any official reportage of the outcomes of their ‘turn back the boats’ policy in 
terms of the lives and safety of asylum seekers further dehumanises the situation, 
converting it to a game of brinkmanship about border protection between Australia 
and Indonesia. 
 
The representation of the connection between refugees and place is therefore 
central to discourses surrounding refugees in Australia. Representations dominating 
the discourse emerge from both main political parties and facets of the mainstream 
media and attempt to simultaneously suggest both the outlandish threat of refugees 
and the control of this threat through physical strategies of containment (Pickering 
2001). Such representations are fiercely, though not as pervasively, contested by 
subversive actions and related representations of the vulnerability and humanity of 
refugees and the cruelty of policies such as mandatory detention in a range of human 
rights arenas including the arts (Webb 2007; Cox 2010; Hazou 2009; Helff 2007; 
McCann 2007).  
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In this context, the refugee novel in contemporary Australian fiction can be 
usefully and productively construed as a form of literary political advocacy, writers 
countering negative representations with sympathetic humanistic portrayals of 
refugees. According to Jen Webb, in relation to human rights issues, art “offers a 
way to suture the space between lived reality and legal abstractions” (Webb 2007, 
550). Through representing people “in all their particularities and complexities...in 
their materiality” (Webb 2007, 550) the writer may present a refugee experience 
formerly known to the reader only through sound bites, poorly contextualised images 
and political spin. The “refugee” as a singular entity can be superseded if refugee 
characters are shown in all their irreducible heterogeneity and individuality and seen, 
“Not...as a ‘helpless victim’ or as an outsider, but as a human being, like you” (Webb 
2007, 551). 
 
Whilst there are a number of non-fiction publications that present the refugee 
perspective, especially in the auto/biography genre, (The People Smuggler by Robin 
de Crespigny 2012, The Happiest Refugee by Ahn Do 2010, Boy Soldier by Cola 
Bilkuei 2008), fictional representation elicits a different response. Upon entering the 
world of the novel, the reader suspends disbelief, engaging with the story of the 
refugee without having to consider issues of trust and the credibility of the 
information. The narrative point-of-view and stylistic aspects help the reader to 
connect emotionally with the refugee characters and sympathise with their plight. 
The refugee is placed in context and humanised and the reader can consider this 
contentious issue on a different level than the political one so frequently presented in 
the media. Webb refers to this as that which “can really only be found in 
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fiction...what Denis Dutton refers to as the ‘decoupling mechanisms that isolate real 
from pretend worlds’, which affords a space between actuality and storytelling, a 
safe space from which both writers and readers can find ‘a view to better imagining 
and interpreting’...real events” (Webb 2010, 6). In Eva Sallis’s The Marsh Birds 
(2005), Linda Jaivin’s The Infernal Optimist (2006) and Abdul Karim Hekmat’s Life 
Hanging in the Balance from the anthology Alien Shores (2012), the reader is invited 
to experience the “lived reality” of marginalisation and fear in the imagined life of 
the characters and through this personalised approach, come to a greater 
understanding of the political issues. 
 
Significantly, much contemporary adult refugee fiction in Australia takes place 
in immigration detention. For the most part, if the main refugee characters ever leave 
detention it is through escape, temporary protection, or death. The Marsh Birds is the 
tragic story of “Dhurgham”, a young man who loses his family in their flight from 
Iraq and is abused for some years in Syria before making his way to Australia. In the 
portion of The Marsh Birds that is set in Australia, Dhurgham is predominantly 
incarcerated in a detention centre set in a remote desert. He is moved to a suburban 
centre from which he escapes to New Zealand. When he is forcibly returned he is 
shot whilst again attempting to escape in an act that is implicitly suicidal. 
Conversely, The Infernal Optimist is a novel that confronts asylum seeker issues 
through humour, the protagonist being a young man, “Zeki”, who is a Turkish 
migrant incarcerated in Villawood IDC under threat of deportation for his criminal 
activity. Here he befriends a number of refugees and his understanding of Australia 
is challenged. In the conclusion to this story “Azad”, a Kurd who escaped the attacks 
of Saddam Hussein that claimed his father only to spend years in detention in 
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Australia, escapes Villawood with the help of refugee activists, and “Hamid”, a 
young man from Afghanistan who has fled the Taliban, commits suicide. “Musa”, in 
the short story Life Hanging in the Balance, narrowly escaped death by the Taliban 
in a mass slaughter of Hazaras in Afghanistan. He is living in Australia on a 
Temporary Protection Visa (TPV) and when he learns that his application for 
permanent protection has been rejected, it is implied that he too commits suicide. All 
these refugee characters inhabit either a concrete or conceptual borderland space, 
never truly “in” Australia. 
 
In terms of representation, the detention centre as setting and metaphor has 
proved a powerful device from which to stage the interactions that reveal 
possibilities for and barriers to refugee belonging. This exegesis argues that Edward 
Soja’s notions of “thirdspace” provide a useful strategy to examine borderland 
settings as sites where cultural encounters take place on multiple levels and the 
potential exists for disruption to hegemonic discourses. The representation of the 
spatial reality of the detention centre—razor wire and dongas, desert and industrial 
suburbia, humiliation and degrading mental health (Briskman, Goddard and Latham 
2008, 132-147; Newman, Proctor and Dudley 2013)—allows the reader to access this 
hidden border space. Therefore what lies in the margin is brought to the centre; a 
“thirdspace” opens and a counter-discourse articulated in the fictional representation 
of refugees’ experiences, is offered. The margin becomes a site of resistance. In the 
case of asylum seekers, the ability to resist from the margin is compromised by their 
physical and legal position. More effective resistance requires a collaborative action 
between those internal and external to such borderland spaces. Thus writers of 
refugee fiction participate in resistance both through the act of writing politically 
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significant novels and through the way they interpret and represent the border 
crossing experience. 
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RESEARCH DESIGN 
My primary research method is that of creative practice-led research. Brad 
Haseman refers to Carole Gray’s definition of practice-led research as research 
where “questions, problems, challenges are identified and formed by the needs of 
practice and practitioners...” and where “the research strategy is carried out through 
practice, using predominantly methodologies and specific methods familiar to us as 
practitioners” (Gray quoted in Haseman 2006, 104). For me, these methods 
concerned experimenting with aspects of my creative writing practice, particularly in 
how a character’s plot line might engage with setting in a more dynamic and 
meaningful way than simply to use setting for atmosphere. Soja’s discussions 
regarding the relationship between space and political agency, along with Sonia 
Tascon’s ideas of the connection between land and belonging, were instrumental in 
assisting me in forming my settings. Another important method concerned what 
Haseman refers to as “personal experience” (Haseman 2006, 104) – drawing from 
understanding gained from my own interactions with refugee activist communities to 
complement my academic research into the refugee experience. Such research and 
analysis of the plight of refugees in Australia helped form the basis for my character 
and plot development. 
 
Adult refugee fiction in Australia is primarily concerned with refugees in the 
liminal space of waiting for their application for permanent protection to be 
processed. My novel moves beyond the borders to show the ways in which, due to 
the prevailing attitudes towards refugees, the border moves with the individual even 
when they receive permanent protection. Since space, particularly the detention 
centre space, is used so powerfully in refugee fiction to reveal human rights issues, I 
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explore ways of extending this method to represent refugees in places typically 
perceived as non-border sites. I utilise such sites as iconic landscapes and community 
spaces to show how our border policies and preoccupations have brought the border 
into these sites for both the refugee and non-refugee community. I attempt to do this 
as an inherently political act, whilst avoiding the pitfall of “preaching”. Jen Webb 
posits that art that “doesn’t nag...is aesthetically pleasing... [and] doesn’t hit us over 
the head with fixed answers...has the potential to be politically effective...”; it is art 
that “pokes a stick into the ants’ nest” (Webb 2007, 551-2). Such is my goal in 
Repentance Creek. 
 
Within my exegesis, I utilise the method of textual analysis to examine the 
ways writers of refugee fiction have used representations of space, place and cultural 
difference to interrogate hegemonic discourses regarding refugees. I employ this 
analysis primarily in regard to the novels The Marsh Birds by Eva Sallis and The 
Infernal Optimist by Linda Jaivin, the short story Life Hanging in the Balance by 
Abdul Karim Hekmat (from the anthology Alien Shores) and my own novel 
Repentance Creek. My analysis takes place within a cultural theory framework 
relating to Edward Soja’s concept of “Thirdspace” (1996) and within the border-
related discussions in the work of cultural critics such as Suvendrini Perera (2002, 
2006, 2013), Lesley Instone (2010), Sonia Tascon (2004) and Joseph Pugliese 
(2002). 
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FICTIONALISING THE REFUGEE 
Fictional representations of refugees, particular those in post 9/11 Australia 
have emerged from within an often emotionally charged and vitriolic public debate, 
and in response to border policies and practices that raise significant humanitarian 
concerns. Fiction writers such as Linda Jaivin, Eva Sallis and Abdul Karim Hekmat 
write about the lived experience of border-crossing and respond to stereotypes and 
attitudes of refugees or asylum seekers that are perpetuated in government and media 
messages. Thus the writing itself can act as a vehicle or catalyst for political action. 
At the very least it provides another perspective from those disadvantaged by lack of 
access to representation. It also prompts questions about who should write the 
refugee story and for whom. 
 
Such questions arise from concerns regarding the history of appropriation of 
the stories or positions of marginalised groups by empowered “white” Australians in 
a Post-Colonial society, and indeed it is impossible to consider the current treatment 
of refugees in isolation from Australia’s racialised border history (Stratton 2004; 
Tascon 2004). Given the peculiar circumstances that physically and psychologically 
hinder refugees (particularly those who are in or who have been in detention) from 
telling their story and advocating on their own behalf, I believe criticism of non-
refugee writers who adopt a form of political advocacy on the part of those who are 
disempowered, should be approached with caution. There are varied opinions on the 
role of politically motivated fiction in the refugee debate that arise in the work of 
several critics. Examples include Wenche Ommundsen (2011) who has explored this 
type of fiction within the theoretical framework of critical whiteness theory; Jen 
Webb (2010) and Richard Carr (2009) who consider such fiction as part of the 
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contended Post 9/11 genre; Andrew McCann (2007) who deems The Infernal 
Optimist political fiction and Dianne Schwerdt (2008) who analyses The Marsh Birds 
using Homi Bhabha’s concept of “third space”. Apart from these worthy critical 
examinations, representations of refugees in Australian literature have excited little 
critical attention. 
 
Control of the discourse 
 
One of the fundamental issues surrounding representation in this category of 
literature is the discrepancy in power between who controls the societal discourse 
regarding refugees (predominantly the government and media) and the subjects of 
that discourse (the refugees themselves). At different times a number of barriers have 
been placed in the way of the media and refugee advocates having access to refugees 
in detention, not the least of which is the use of isolation, locating detention centres 
in deserts and remote islands (Mares 2002; Instone 2010; Mountz 2011). But more 
direct means are utilised to silence refugees. On June 3, 2012, Maris Beck of The 
Sydney Morning Herald, reported that:  
Access to the Broadmeadows [detention] centre is restricted. Under 
new media rules—which the Immigration Department said were a result 
of their duty of care to protect the privacy of detainees—journalists can 
report from inside the centres only if they sign agreements not to 
interview or photograph detainees. They must agree to be accompanied 
by an Immigration Department representative. They also have to agree to 
submit their stories to departmental scrutiny. (Beck 2012) 
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Such barriers go some way to explaining biased or misleading reporting such 
as the infamous “Child Overboard” case in which the media reported widely the 
erroneous government claim that asylum seekers had thrown their children into the 
sea (Kevin 2012; Mares 2002). In his book Borderline (2002), investigative 
journalist Peter Mares discusses many past instances where the communication of 
refugees with the outside world is restricted and government and media reporting of 
incidents at detention centres is negative. Studies by Sharon Pickering (2001), and 
Kevin Dunn, Natascha Klocker and Tanya Salabay (2007) of print media articles 
from several prominent newspapers discovered considerable evidence of “negative” 
reporting of refugees. Pickering’s study concluded that media messages at times 
supported and at other times pre-empted negative government representations 
(Pickering 2001), while Dunn et al suggested the media followed the lead of the 
government and were also restricted by a lack of access to refugees in detention 
(Dunn, Klocker and Salabay 2007). 
 
Either way, the implications are clear in terms of the relationship between 
power and the ability to shape the public discourse. The role of the writer as political 
advocate then, is surely important, using their privileged position in the power 
structure to counter unsympathetic or erroneous constructions and inflect the 
discourse with an alternative viewpoint. According to Rosie Scott, in her foreword to 
the anthology A Country Too Far: Writings on Asylum Seekers (2013), the issue is 
language. She claims “[t]he language of this discussion has been debased to such an 
extent that spin-doctor flaks and people on the extremist fringes of Australian politics 
are largely responsible for the tone and direction of one of the central moral issues of 
our time” (Scott 2013, 1). She believes that to counter this, the many renowned 
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Australian writers who contributed to the anthology can “get to the heart of things in 
a way that almost no one else can because of the truthfulness, power and clarity of 
their language” (Scott 2013, 1).  
 
The politics of cultural difference 
 
In Disappearing race: Normative whiteness and cultural appropriation in 
Australian refugee narratives (2010), Wenche Ommundsen is more cautious in her 
approach to such writing. One of the key concerns of her article is about who is 
writing refugee fiction, and for whom. Analysing several texts within the framework 
of critical whiteness theory, she places refugee fiction within the historical context of 
Australia’s racialised immigration policies and practices, noting that since the events 
of “September Eleven”, Muslims and others of Middle-Eastern or South Asian 
background have replaced East Asians as “the paradigm against which the nation 
defines its white identity as Christian, democratic, non-terrorist, culturally and 
socially liberal” (Ommundsen 2011, 239). She posits that authors down-playing or 
avoiding the issue of cultural difference in a bid to avoid alienating potential converts 
to the pro-refugee cause are using a ploy that could backfire “against real refugees 
who do not have access to the dominant racial and cultural paradigm” (Ommundsen 
2011, 247). The inference here is that the audience will sympathise with these 
culturally ambiguous characters, not associating them with the cultural difference 
they find so challenging in media representations of refugees. This type of 
representation thus jeopardises more ‘authentic’ forms that might privilege and 
validate the full gamut of refugee experiences. 
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Ommundsen discusses how Tom Keneally in his book The Tyrant’s Novel 
(Keneally 2004) has avoided potential hostility in his readers towards identifiable 
cultural markers including behaviour and dress that signify the Muslim or Middle-
Eastern “other”, by giving his characters Western names, dress and cultural 
activities. While she acknowledges the value of this device in attempting to convince 
his readers of the underlying human qualities that make us appear more similar than 
different, she questions whether in doing so he “does little to counter the racism at 
the root of the crisis” (Ommundsen 2011, 246). She suggests that it is such tactics 
that reveal that the intended audience of refugee narratives is primarily white readers 
reading about “would-be Australians who are identified as non-white” (Ommundsen 
2011, 243). 
 
When considering Keneally’s use of fiction as political advocacy, the 
anthology Another Country (2005) edited by Keneally and author Rosie Scott should 
be taken into account. The anthology is a mixture of fiction and non-fiction by 
refugees in detention. Keneally’s involvement in this publication surely adds another 
facet to his attitude and intention. By editing and lending his name and status to this 
project, he has promoted a work that privileges the writing or ‘voice’ of the 
marginalised refugee. He, “the typical (professional, educated, adult, white) figure of 
the artist working on asylum in Australia” (Cox 2010, 286), is decentred, allowing a 
closer engagement between the audience and the refugee. As an editor, he is still 
‘present’. Refugee writers are disempowered in detention so by necessity their 
writing “is channelled into the public domain via an unequal power relation, cohering 
under the organisational authority of...editors, and publishers” (Cox 2010, 286). 
However, his support of this project demonstrates his commitment to the agency of 
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refugees, and the support of non-refugees makes the publication of this work 
possible. 
 
The question is whether a non-refugee telling the refugee story is 
appropriation, as Ommundsen goes on to suggest, stating that Keneally, and Linda 
Jaivin in her novel The Infernal Optimist, both make a “deliberate choice” to “lessen 
the cultural difference between protagonist and reader by assimilating non-white, 
non-Anglo characters into a culturally whole, unthreatening Australianness” and that 
the “less fortunate effects” of this include “the appropriation, by the white 
mainstream, of minority positions which are considered to be morally or politically 
superior” (Ommundsen 2011, 250). The implication of this statement, that both 
authors can be placed unproblematically in the “white mainstream” and their 
advocacy work stigmatised as some kind of self-serving manoeuvre seems a little 
cynical. Choosing to swim against the current in the “white mainstream” is not 
without its consequences or political importance and those who choose the margin as 
a site of political resistance (Soja 1996) do so often at personal cost and for great 
benefit to the pro-refugee movement. As discussed later in this exegesis, the ability 
of those belonging to the dominant culture to “choose” marginality is questionable. 
However, so is the centre/periphery binary and the implication that a pro-refugee 
position is not one that belongs to a “white” Australian as it suggests by extension 
that the only legitimate “white” position is one that is immoral and politically inferior 
- surely an inflexible stance regarding the attitudes and positions within “white” 
Australia. 
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Still, the issue of appropriation is an important one. I feel an affinity with 
Lefebvre’s statement, “I am at the same time peripheral and central, but I take sides 
with the periphery…” (Lefebvre quoted in Soja 1996, 29). As a non-refugee and a 
“white” Australian woman desirous of writing about the experiences of refugees, I 
had to consider how I could “take sides with the periphery” without taking ownership 
of a position that was not mine. As I believe that the culture that I am a part of is 
engaged in significant human rights abuses that have worsened dramatically over the 
period of my study (2012-2014), I believe that my position of resistance is a valid 
one. The warping of Australia’s attitude to refugees, the cruelty inflicted upon them, 
and what I see as the subsequent corruption of our communities is my story too; it is 
a story that indeed implicates all Australians. The question is, what aspect of it 
should I tell? For me, the issue centred primarily on narrative point-of-view. I felt 
uncomfortable with the choice of a refugee character as the sole narrator. Though I 
believe this can be done effectively as Eva Sallis does in The Marsh Birds, my 
understanding was not deep enough, nor did I believe could it be in the time 
available, to make the attempt. It was also only part of the story I wished to tell. In 
the end I chose a narrative with multiple points-of-view. The main one is a non-
refugee, a “white” Australian. Two refugee characters as protagonists have a smaller 
share of narrating, as do several other non-refugees. In the end, rightly or wrongly, 
other considerations aside, as a non-refugee I did not feel that the refugee story (as 
the primary perspective) was mine to tell. 
 
Linda Jaivin also chose not to tell the story from the point of view of a refugee, 
but for different reasons. She said that she experimented with approaches including 
that of “a single refugee story”, but felt “the sheer pathos of the refugee story 
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defeated (her) ability to tell it without falling into the trap of dull earnestness, without 
leaking outrage, or turning the whole exercise into agitprop” (Jaivin 2006b, 184). Yet 
she avoided the choice of a protagonist that was simply non-refugee Australian. Zeki 
is based on a friend of Jaivin’s who “had lived on both sides of the razor wire...both 
part of the story and outside it” (Jaivin 2006b, 185). This strategy gradually positions 
Zeki as a kind of cultural mediator where he comes to understand and interpret the 
asylum seeker perspective for a non-refugee audience. He tells us at one stage, “Even 
if the government and the media always be dissing them like they was some disease 
what this whole country caught, the asylums was respectable people. Me time in here 
learned me that” (Jaivin 2006a, 231).  
 
In her critique of Jaivin’s novel, Ommundsen sees Zeki as a character who is 
“just like us...the quintessential Australian of the popular imagination: larrikin, 
convict, irreverent, an ‘Aussie battler’...” as per her argument that Jaivin’s novel 
“white-wash(es)” cultural difference (Ommundsen 2011, 247-8). While some of 
these characteristics are evident I struggle to see him so clearly in the light of an 
Australian of the “popular imagination”. If the Cronulla Riots proved anything, it 
was the divide between the Aussie “larrikin” of the “white” European background 
and that of the “non-white”. I also feel that the modern day “convict” is not a 
particularly celebrated figure, even for the “more common man-in-the-street...” 
(Ommundsen 2011, 248), and the “battler” is more typically an honest hard worker 
struggling to get by than a criminal. As he is a first generation Turkish immigrant 
and a petty thief, Zeki and his situation are more borderline than Ommundsen 
suggests. However, his role is to enter the secret space of detention and reveal the 
hidden story of the refugee for a non-refugee audience.  
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Though Zeki’s prominence through first-person narration displaces the 
refugees in The Infernal Optimist from the centre of the narrative, it is through him 
that the audience learns about an Australia that is possibly unfamiliar to them. One of 
the most powerful images of this Australia, is that of a place that so severely affects 
the mental health of asylum seekers that they are driven to acts of self-harm, hunger 
striking and suicide. As Hamid tells Zeki, “When Taliban kill, at least they do it fast. 
Here, they kill us little bit each day, we die drop by drop” (Jaivin 2006a, 232). This is 
a perspective that is echoed in the words of refugees in detention (From nothing to 
zero: letters from refugees in Australia’s detention centres 2003, 4) and one that 
challenges the notion that Australia is a just and compassionate nation. Ultimately 
though Zeki’s story provides the central plotline, it is still the stories of asylum 
seekers such as “Thomas”, “Hamid” and “Angel” that become the most significant 
and most harrowing for the reader. The tragedy and injustice of their stories and the 
concern for their survival provide the tension that drives the narrative, particularly 
towards the end. There is particular concern for the fragile Hamid after he learns in a 
letter from his father that his mother has been killed by the Taliban and his little 
sister has died from disease. Soon after this, Angel, his girlfriend in detention, dies of 
a drug overdose and he can no longer cope: 
…Hamid climbed up onto the fence and threw himself on the razor 
wire. He did it so quick none of us was in time to stop him…I wanted to 
scream…when I seen him, blood coming outta everywhere, his face white 
and his brown eyes like someone switched off the light in them. (Jaivin 
2006, 307) 
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Hamid survives this act, but his declining mental health and his inability to cope with 
so much tragedy creates tension as the reader connects with his story and fears for his 
future. 
 
Zeki’s liminality is also evident in that he is being held in Villawood, and is 
eventually deported, as a non-citizen who has served more than twelve months in 
prison. Though he has served his sentence, he is further persecuted in that he is 
forced back to a country he left as a child. This reveals a broader racism in 
immigration policy than that which is directed at asylum seekers. Ommundsen makes 
a correlation between Ned Kelly and Zeki. She argues that like Kelly, “Zeki becomes 
a personification of the battle for the content of mainstream national identity, his 
insider/outsider status reflecting the multicultural/Anglo-centric divide that has 
featured so prominently in recent debates” (Ommundsen 2011, 248-9). In my own 
novel, Samir, a refugee from Palestine, stencils an image onto a bus shelter of Ned 
Kelly in his helmet next to an image of a woman in a burqa with a face veil. One 
meaning I intended to convey from this was that what was once a symbol of 
difference and suspicion, is now a symbol of rebellion against oppression in the 
figure of Ned Kelly, therefore investing the figure of the Muslim woman with similar 
possibilities. These connections position the current debate within a history of racism 
and suggest that as other fears have been assuaged, current ones towards Muslims 
will be too. I also hope to convey that to continue recreating racist resentment creates 
situations that eventually haunt us with a history of human rights abuses. Despite her 
concerns regarding appropriation and the “denial of cultural difference” that she 
deems is evident in the work of Jaivin and others, in the end Ommundsen concludes 
that the value of these refugee narratives as advocacy means they should not be 
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relegated “beyond the pale” (Ommundsen 2011, 251). Webb also values these 
fictional representations for their capacity to function as viable political sites in that 
the writers of refugee narratives “directly engage official failures to deliver human 
rights to those seeking refuge” (Webb 2010, 4). 
 
The argument that writers of refugee fiction disengage with cultural difference 
cannot be applied to The Marsh Birds. Eva Sallis’s novel engages fully with cultural 
difference and resultant misunderstandings and fear. The refugee characters in The 
Marsh Birds are often actively religious and display unfamiliar behaviours such as 
using “washing vessels” for personal hygiene. According to Schwerdt, Sallis “alerts 
us to the centrality of cultural practices in staying connected to home, family and 
self” (Schwerdt 2008, 144). She explains that when one of the primary displays of 
cultural difference occurs—the establishment of an Islamic school—this is seen 
“from the other side of the cultural divide” as “an assertion of alterity that becomes 
intolerable” (Schwerdt 2008, 145). In Repentance Creek I explore this through 
itinerant Muslim fruit pickers who outrage the local community by openly praying in 
quintessentially Australian places such as the farm and the local caravan park. The 
inherently peaceful act is interpreted as a defiance of Australian norms and is a 
catalyst for a brutal attack on Samir and the other main refugee character, Amin 
(Chapter 13). 
 
Through the protagonist, Dhurgham and other refugees in the centre, The 
Marsh Birds engages with a culture that is produced in the detention centre itself. 
According to Joseph Pugliese, the behaviour of lip-stitching that caused such an 
uncompassionate response from the Australian government and media when it first 
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appeared, is one created in detention: “lip-sewing is a product of our culture: we 
produce it legislatively, juridically and penally” (Pugliese 2002, Paragraph 40). This 
is behaviour that is considered “deviant” and through which arguments are made 
concerning “good” and “bad” refugees (Pickering 2001). Sallis, however, does not 
shy away from cultural expressions or acts of defiance so censured in the media. 
Dhurgham engages in a gamut of activities from rioting and physical violence to 
depression and hunger striking, yet he remains a highly sympathetic character. His 
behaviour is fully contextualised through his painful journey and the loss of his 
family and the deleterious effect of detention. As the narrative is articulated from his 
point of view (though third person), the audience identifies with his losses and 
trauma and appreciates that his behaviour stems from understandable anger and pain. 
When he embarks on a hunger strike it is after he has found Ammu, a friend who is a 
father figure, hanging, almost dead, from the fan in Ammu’s room. We are told of 
Dhurgham’s agony after this:  
Later, Dhurgham sank onto his bunk, watching his own fan go 
round and round. His body ached and buzzed. His neck and shoulders 
were so tight he couldn’t turn his head properly. Ammu’s face turned 
again and again towards him, cracked white lips moving. He felt as 
though he had been slashed open. (Sallis 2005, 155) 
We understand that Dhurgham’s subsequent depression and eventual hunger strike is 
an expression of his despair and helplessness. That this is possible gives credence to 
Ommundsen’s implication that a narrative engaging fully with cultural difference is 
ultimately more valuable as a political message. 
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In Repentance Creek, since I had decided to set my novel some six years after 
both refugee characters had left detention, cultural difference was more difficult to 
represent. Both Amin and Samir had been in Australia for around eight years, some 
of these years in high school, and as such would speak English fluently using slang. 
They would also be familiar with Australian cultural activities, attitudes and 
behaviours. Both had fractured families that had disrupted the continuity of cultural 
and religious practices in their lives. Therefore I looked to other cultural difference, 
hoping to explore something more than language or everyday activities. After 
considerable contact with refugees I concluded that one of the most significant 
markers that differentiated young refugee men from non-refugee men was the 
concern they had for working to save money to bring their families out to safety. 
Another was the importance of home. Both of these are reflected in the sacrifices the 
characters make regarding their own comfort, in the hard work that they do, and in 
the myths they cherish that allow them to believe in the possibilities of belonging to 
home once more. Engaging with the concepts of displacement and belonging in 
refugee fiction means interrogating the way the spaces refugees occupy in Australia 
have become a significant part of the debate, particularly in regard to border spaces. 
Thus along with cultural characterisation, setting becomes an important part of 
countering hegemonic refugee narratives in refugee fiction. 
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CAUGHT ON THE BARBS – REPRESENTING REFUGEES IN 
AUSTRALIA’S BORDER SPACES 
A useful way of considering the setting of Australia’s border-spaces (and 
indeed Australia as a border-space) is through what Soja calls “a critical strategy of 
‘thirding-as-Othering,’” in which he espouses a move towards “open(ing) up our 
spatial imaginaries to ways of thinking and acting politically that respond to all 
binarisms, to any attempt to confine thought and political action to only two 
alternatives, by interjecting an-Other set of choices” (Soja 1996, 5). Given that 
political and media portrayals of asylum seekers, whether crossing the sea or 
confined in detention centres, are often replete with binarisms (Blood, Thomas and 
McKay 2011; Dunn, Klocker and Salabay 2007), problematising these spaces to 
reveal the complexity of the “refugee” and their border experience is critical. 
 
For Soja, engaging with sites only in terms of their concrete materiality 
(Firstspace) or through a “perspective that interprets this reality through ‘imagined’ 
representations of spatiality” (Soja 1996, 6) (Secondspace) is insufficient. He 
envisions “Thirdspace” along the lines of Lefebvre’s concept of “simultaneous 
worlds of the real-and-imagined” (Soja 1996, 54), as a space of “radical openness” 
where according to Soja, “Everything comes together...: subjectivity and objectivity, 
the abstract and the concrete, the real and the imagined, the knowable and the 
unimaginable...the mind and body...everyday life and unending history” (Soja 1996, 
56-7). Such an approach reminds us that to engage with borderland spaces is to 
engage with enormous complexity: with the history of each physical site and the 
messages contained in its construction and with the prisons and immigration 
detention centres and borderlands it brings to mind; with the myths and stories 
created to explain these places; with the histories and reactions of each asylum seeker 
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who enters; with the experiences and perceptions of all those who work there; with 
the meaning made by each person who engages with these sites. Put simply, there is 
a need to “re-imagine borderlands as sites of complexity, coexistence and situated 
engagement” (Lloyd, Suchet-Pearson and Wright 2007, 218). 
 
No one approach can possibly encapsulate all of this. Thus, what is needed is a 
range of approaches that open spaces for countering simplistic renderings of asylum 
seekers and border spaces. As Suvendrini Perera suggests, “The terrain of 
representation, of language, imagery and narrative...emerges as a crucial site for 
contesting the disconnection and separation of refugees and asylum seekers from 
wider society” (Perera 2002a, 32). Within Australian refugee fiction such as The 
Infernal Optimist, The Marsh Birds and Life Hanging in the Balance, multiple 
interpretations of Australia’s border spaces as well as an array of perspectives, stories 
and histories are represented using poetic and emotive devices that connect the 
audience to the issue in meaningful ways.  
 
Detention centre as third space 
 
The representation of the Immigration Detention Centre in refugee fiction can 
open a ‘thirdspace’ for new understandings and political action. It is a place where 
policy is made manifest; where the discourse of control becomes double perimeter 
fencing; where that of fear and hatred becomes coils of razor wire; where rejection 
and silencing becomes location in remote and hidden places. Outsourced security 
companies enact containment and discipline on non-criminals, and journalists with 
cameras are rarely allowed inside (Mares 2002; Manne and Corlett 2004; Mann 
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2003). Members of the public jump through bureaucratic hoops to enter and then see 
only a sliver of life beyond the wire. This secrecy works to allow the government to 
control the discourse surrounding asylum seekers so that a confluence of individuals 
fleeing a myriad of life-threatening circumstances with a multiplicity of voices, 
opinions, reactions, histories, religious views, ethnic backgrounds, stories, fears and 
experiences, find themselves conceived as one entity: the “refugee”. Viewed 
collectively and imbued with connotations ranging from “queue jumper” to 
“economic opportunist” to “terrorist” (Dunn, Klocker and Salabay 2007; From 
nothing to zero: letters from refugees in Australia’s detention centres 2003; 
Kampmark 2006; Mares 2002; Blood, Thomas and McKay 2011; Pickering 2001), 
they become perceived as one living, breathing exemplar of what Australia fears - 
the breach of fragile, watery borders by a non-white, non-Western other. 
 
Therefore, for writers of refugee fiction, the work of opening a space to 
challenge this perception begins with engaging with the heterogeneity within 
detention centres and understanding the political potential of representing border 
spaces as “relational spaces” with the “potential...to be sites of dialogue, contestation 
and self-determination” (Lloyd, Suchet-Pearson and Wright 2007, 219). In Sallis’s 
The Marsh Birds and Jaivin’s The Infernal Optimist, the audience is provided with a 
rare glimpse of life beyond the wire. Though fictional and written by non-refugees, 
they are based on intensive research and constitute one of the few ways the public 
can come to appreciate the complexity and difficulty of life for asylum seekers in 
Australia’s border places. The detention centre featured in The Infernal Optimist is in 
fact a real IDC (Villawood), increasing the sense that the storylines and scenarios 
represented in the novel are realistic and thus amplifying the political message. The 
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non-refugee reader is repositioned to understand the detention centre space from the 
inside out and consider what refugees encounter in their first (and sometimes only) 
experience of living in Australia. 
 
For many characters in refugee fiction, home and belonging are in constant 
tension with the actualities of their experiences in detention. The relationship 
between “home” and belonging for asylum seekers is explored in Schwerdt’s 
examination of The Marsh Birds in terms of Bhabha’s notions of “third space” and 
the “liminal status” Dhurgham occupies in detention. Schwerdt calls “Mawirrigun”, 
the fictional desert detention centre within which Dhurgham is incarcerated (strongly 
reminiscent of the now closed Woomera IDC), a “space that is deadening and 
deathly” (Schwerdt 2008, 143). She notes the description of Dhurgham’s arrival at 
Mawirrigun is of a surreal landscape—“bizarre gates on the highway, with no 
perimeter fence erected on either side, mark ‘an invisible border, a gateway to 
nothingness’” (Schwerdt 2008, 143). Schwerdt argues that the detention centre is 
represented as a “void” where “exilic movement is arrested, arrival endlessly 
deferred…in which gestures towards arrival are systematically emptied of meaning” 
(Schwerdt 2008, 138).  
 
In this “void”, Dhurgham struggles to find a sense of place through his 
connections with others and through religious practice, but ultimately his attempts to 
subvert the rejection of the detention space and create a “home” fail. In such a space, 
such factors as unjust treatment and the arbitrary nature of asylum claim processing 
along with the “subaltern status” (Schwerdt 2008, 143) of asylum seekers mean 
“creative reconstruction” in Bhabha’s “space between” is not manifest (Schwerdt 
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2008, 144)”. Here Schwerdt highlights the barriers to agency in these border sites. In 
the detention centre the body of the marginalised is so governed and the voice so 
silenced that the kind of transformation Bhabha’s Third Space suggests is possible at 
sites of cultural encounter is limited. As Laura Junka, in her article Camping in the 
Third Space: Agency, Representation, and the Politics of Gaza Beach (2006), argues, 
Bhabha’s “dogmatic trust in the status of hybridity as a condition of subaltern 
empowerment, and his subsequent disregard for the specific contexts within which 
different hybridities take place, is problematic” (Junka 2006, 351). 
 
However, though the characters in The Marsh Birds are unable to effectively 
resist from their place in the margin, the novel itself opens a space to re-imagine 
refugees and contest hegemonic discourses that render them as alien and somehow 
unworthy. Additionally, as Schwerdt points out, “Sallis’s fictional work allows us to 
see ourselves from the outside, positioning us so that we see the need to address 
differently the crisis currently being faced by refugees in detention in Australia” 
(Schwerdt 2008, 147). Bhabha states that what is “politically crucial” is to “think 
beyond narratives of originary and initial subjectivities and to focus on those 
moments or processes that are produced in the articulation of cultural differences” 
(Bhabha 2004, 2). He considers that these “in-between spaces” initiate “innovative 
sites of collaboration, and contestation, in the act of defining the idea of society 
itself” (Bhabha 2004, 2).  
 
The Marsh Birds can be seen as playing a part in this process, offering the 
audience a new perspective, one situated in the border space, which rejects simplistic 
stereotypes and binaries in the myths perpetrated by the government and media. As 
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Scott explains, in the foreword to the anthology of refugee writing mentioned earlier, 
Another Country (2004), reading such writing is “entering another country – a 
shadowy, unfamiliar country with its own laws, languages and borders” (Scott 2005). 
In this “other country” we gain new insight into a place that has been so 
simplistically portrayed. Several incidents in The Marsh Birds are reflective of the 
abuses of power by the guards and authorities in detention centres as documented by 
many organisations and individuals (Briskman, Goddard and Latham 2008). One 
such is the disrespect and lack of medical care shown to Dhurgham’s friend Abu 
Nizar when he becomes ill with a sore back and blood in his urine, and Dhurgham 
convinces him to visit the nurse, “Miss Cora”: 
Miss Cora looked at Abu Nizar coldly and threw three Panadol 
tablets at his feet. Abu Nizar didn’t bend to pick them up. 
‘Are we animals, that you treat us like this?’ Abu Nizar seemed to 
be choking… 
Dhurgham had never heard Abu Nizar raise his voice. He stared, 
worried, at the older man’s drawn face. 
‘You are lower than animals,’ Miss Cora said and turned her back 
to them… 
Abu Nizar climbed onto the roof that afternoon…he slashed himself 
open across the belly with some glass he had been hiding before the 
guards swarmed up and beat him down with batons. (Sallis 2005, 164-5) 
This scene offers a new narrative, a perspective of the detention centre as a place that 
produces unjust treatment and the refugees as victims of the cruelty of Australia’s 
immigration system. 
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From the periphery to the centre 
 
A significant border space issue concerns the way detention centres are hidden 
from the view of the majority of the population, supporting the myth that asylum 
seekers arriving by boat are not “in” Australia, but contained on the border. In The 
Marsh Birds, Lina, an older refugee, tells Dhurgham, “No one in Australia knows 
about what happens here. Until you are freed, you are not in Australia” (Sallis 2005, 
115). Such a concept jars. Detention centres are demonstrably on Australian land 
(with the exception of those on Nauru and Manus Island). Thus their work as 
symbolic spaces is revealed. In order to assuage the fears of the public, the 
government creates the illusion that asylum seekers are not really here, that they are 
held captive on the border, that their movement is controlled. They are in what 
Perera calls “not-Australia”, referencing Giorgio Agamben’s concept of the refugee 
camp as a “space of exception” when she writes:  
The refugee or ‘stateless’ figure represents that which cannot be 
contained within the nation-state because of anxieties over ‘national 
security’, and is therefore relegated to a new space, ‘the camp’, within 
state boundaries, and yet outside. The camp thus appears as a ‘space of 
exception’ within and without national space... (Perera 2002b, Paragraph 
11) 
 
In The Infernal Optimist asylum seeker “Thomas” tells Zeki, “...this is not 
Australia”, and that when he applied to study from within detention he was refused, 
the government telling him “you have to be in Australia to study” and that he was 
“not here at all.” He also points to a woman who gave birth in detention who was 
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told that her baby “wasn’t born in Australia. The detention centre doesn’t count” 
(Jaivin 2006a, 177). This dialogue subverts familiar notions of place in Australia and 
identifies the IDC as a paradoxical space. This is what Soja calls a “thirding that 
constructs an Other world from the simple binary opposition of centre and periphery, 
inside and outside” (Soja 1996, 100). It ruptures our understanding of the way 
national spaces work, and in this rupture is created a type of gap that bell hooks 
believes “makes space for oppositional practices [and] critical exchange” (hooks 
quoted in Soja 1996, 83). 
 
Lesley Instone’s conception of detention centres as “unAustralian 
Geographies” shows how identifying them in this way can act to contest not only 
assumed ideas of borders and Australian space, but of national identity: “The concept 
of ‘unAustralian geographies’ acts to destabilize notions of fixed national space and 
stable identity, highlighting the space of the nation as a fluid and contested social 
process” (Instone 2010, 360). This is demonstrated in The Marsh Birds when 
Dhurgham tries to engage with Australia as a place from his position in its desert 
heart: 
 He drew the wriggly butterfly line on the white page that made 
his Australia. Its skin. Its spread. The first time he’d traced it out from an 
atlas in the recreation room it had been as seemingly random as a water 
stain dried into the page. Now it was absolute. Fixed. More firm than the 
shocking, cold stars in the sky above Mawirrigun. He could do it now 
with his eyes shut. His face was dreamy. This line was mantric, a chant 
filled with the need to repeat and repeat. 
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 He drew a stylised flame off-centre, the heart. It might be a 
campfire, warming him. But this was Mawirrigun. This was the X 
marking the spot where he, RRN 230, sat. This flame was both his prison 
and himself. Flame, rose, dagger, heart (cleft) - this symbol, in this spot, 
whatever he drew, also required no thought. Mawirrigun was forever. 
(Sallis 2005, 166) 
In this passage, though the idea of Australia feels to him more concrete than 
Mawirrigun, his compulsive redrawing of the land border of Australia and his 
conception of Mawirrigun as “forever” reveal the IDC as a space outside of time and 
suggests an ambiguous Australia. Thus, notions of Australian space and identity as 
concrete are destabilised and questioned. 
 
So too for Zeki in The Infernal Optimist when Thomas tells him that Australian 
girls aren’t very good looking. Zeki replies, “Maaan, how would you know? You 
ever been to Australia?” (Jaivin 2006a, 130) The irony lies in that Thomas has lived 
in Australia inside an IDC for two years. He knows an Australia distinctly different 
from that of those who are free. However, the idea that the Australia he knows is just 
as much a true part of Australia as the one in which Zeki has lived challenges Zeki, 
showing him an Australia he “has never imagined” (Carr 2009, 64). Although 
Villawood is located in the suburbs of Sydney, it is in a place to which few venture, 
one entirely unfamiliar to Zeki. When he is taken there he says, “...it began to feel 
like we was going to some kind a secret place what didn’t have no connection to the 
suburbs what surrounded it...” moving past gates, razor wire and huts till he reaches 
“a little fortress in the middle of nowhere” (Jaivin 2006a, 16). 
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Bringing down the fences 
 
According to Soja, this containment of the Other is a way of maintaining 
power. He believes that hegemonic power: 
…actively produces and reproduces difference as a key strategy to 
create and maintain modes of social and spatial division that are 
advantageous to its continued empowerment and authority. ‘We’ and 
‘they’ are dichotomously spatialized and enclosed in an imposed 
territoriality of apartheids, ghettos...fortresses...that emanate from the 
centre-periphery relation. In this sense, hegemonic power universalises 
and contains difference in real and imagined spaces and places. (Soja 
1996) 
Soja goes on to say that one choice is to “resist, drawing upon ...putative 
positioning...to struggle against this power-filled imposition” (Soja 1996, 87). 
 
One of the key problems with this position in this particular instance is that 
asylum seekers in detention face many obstacles to resistance, not the least of which 
is the fear that resistance may cost them their chance of gaining a protection visa. 
They also must struggle to express themselves in an unfamiliar language and to 
understand different social codes. Significantly, they are often immobilised by 
despair, stress and emotional trauma brought about by the circumstances of their 
flight, the trials of their journey, and the experience of indefinite detention (From 
nothing to zero: letters from refugees in Australia’s detention centres  2003; Manne 
and Corlett 2004; Mann 2003; Hazou 2009; Sparrow 2005; Fleay and Briskman 
2013). In Life Hanging in the Balance, “Musa” remembers the effect of 
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“uncertainty” and “passivity” from his years in Curtin IDC: “Everything terrified 
him...He felt useless...Being in that condition took away his ability to control his life 
and be a man” (Hekmat 2012, 103). 
 
This is not to say that resistance does not occur. Such acts as rioting, hunger 
strikes, lip-suturing and digging graves have occurred in a number of onshore and 
offshore IDCs (Mares 2002; Pugliese 2002) and are fictionally portrayed in The 
Marsh Birds and The Infernal Optimist. They express a furious rejection at being 
located in this limbo space. However, the subaltern status of asylum seekers prevents 
them directing the way such acts are interpreted, and indeed the nature of the acts 
themselves reveals that often asylum seekers’ own bodies are one of the few spaces 
open to them for resistance. As Barbara Hooper suggests, “…the space of the human 
body is perhaps the most critical site to watch the production and reproduction of 
power” (Hooper quoted in Soja 1996, 114). She says the body is the subject of “a 
social/civil discourse, of an imaginary obsessed with the fear of unruly and 
dangerous elements and the equally obsessive desire to bring them under control…” 
(Hooper quoted in Soja 1996, 114). Due to the containment and control of the 
asylum seeker, a need for collaboration with a more empowered group in order to 
resist more effectively is clear. 
 
Thus it is a significant point in The Marsh Birds when pro-refugee activists 
arrive in the “Freedom bus” and the “Peace caravan” (Sallis 2005, 149). Here Sallis 
references a real life event, when these activists came to Woomera in 2002. Perera 
notes the significance of the relationship between those detained and the activists at 
Woomera: 
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Their actions were designed to perforate and dislocate the 
boundaries of the camp: ...by physical attacks on the fences surrounding 
the camps and attempts to cut through the razor wire; by symbolic actions 
such as flying kites or throwing flowers and messages across the border 
into not-Australia. By these acts protesters deliberately mark themselves 
as unAustralian. They confound, puncture and displace the boundaries 
between included and excluded, camp and nation, symbolically 
denationalising themselves from the official uses to which Australian is 
put. (Perera 2002b, Paragraph 58) 
 
The protestors’ journey to the borders is a choice that calls to mind Soja 
referencing bell hooks’s idea that “...choosing marginality becomes a critical turning-
point in the construction of other forms of counter-hegemonic or subaltern identity 
and more embracing communities of resistance” (Soja 1996, 97). The ability for 
these protesters as non-asylum seekers to “choose marginality” is problematic. 
hooks’s examples relate to black American political subjectivity and there are 
distinct problems in applying her concept of “choosing marginality” to either asylum 
seekers in detention who are so significantly limited in their avenues for resistance, 
or protestors who do not bear the scars of the border-crossing experience and can 
return to life as normal.  
 
However, the actions of both groups in this and many other instances of 
resistance to asylum seeker policies and treatment cannot be discounted. On this day 
in 2002, the protestors referenced in Sallis’s novel journeyed from centre to border in 
what Lesley Instone calls an “...act of deterritorialization celebrating allegiances and 
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transnational relationality” (Instone 2010, 373). In the novel the connection is highly 
significant for the asylum seekers inside: “Men and women wept openly, both 
because there were people out there who cared about them, and because their 
imprisonment and hopelessness suddenly...stared them in the face, revealed” (Sallis 
2005, 150). In the actual Woomera “convergence”, protestors pushed down fences 
and picked their way through coils of razor wire to eventually reach the fences and 
hold the hands of those detained inside. According to protestor “Toby” who was 
interviewed by journalist Margot O’Neill for her book Blind Conscience (2008), 
“…with each human contact I knew we were defying the physical barrier as well as 
those the government had created in our minds” (O’Neill 2008, 99). Protestors 
reached out their arms to catch asylum seekers who later perforated the fence and 
leapt to freedom (Starr 2002). 
 
The wire of IDC fences, particularly razor wire, has become an indivisible part 
of the imagery relating to refugees and a focus of the discourse of contesting 
mandatory detention. In The Marsh Birds, Dhurgham perceives the fence as a “scaly 
skin” (Sallis 2005, 171) giving it a monstrous, living quality. It divides him from 
freedom and even divides those in the centre. The references to red dirt, wire and a 
featureless landscape at Mawirrigun suggest a surreal, alien environment with 
internal fences further dividing the refugees from one another. As Schwerdt notes, 
“Sallis portrays the detention centre as a fractured location, like that of its 
population” (Schwerdt 2008, 143). The fences, the remote location, the limitations on 
communications, all impede the ability of those detained inside to “mobilize to 
resist” (Soja 1996, 87). Schwerdt further points out, “Sallis’s representation...of the 
outright injustices embedded in the system of processing refugees highlights the 
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ways in which the liminal potential of the place is undermined” (Schwerdt 2008, 
143). Perhaps this is why Sallis, though she references the rioting and the protestors, 
does not refer to the fence being breached, an important moment in the history of 
mandatory detention protest. For though it was an extraordinary symbol of the fury 
of a certain faction of Australians (and of those inside) towards these places, 
mandatory detention continues and the “liminal potential” of the IDC remains 
extremely difficult to exploit, much as those inside and out continue to try. 
 
Razor wire appears in both Jaivin’s and Sallis’s novels as symbolic of the 
cruelty of the detention system. In The Infernal Optimist there is even a potted 
history of the development and use of this wire that includes the disturbing 
contention that: 
They don’t use razor wire for animals cuz sheep and cows be 
considered too valuable and they can really hurt themselves on it. They 
only use it on people what they don’t care if they hurt themselves on. 
(Jaivin 2006a, 307-8) 
There is also a bluntly symbolic scene where a currawong hops into a coil of razor 
wire and is trapped. If the bird stretches its wings they will be shredded. It escapes 
this fate when Zeki scatters seed on the ground and rather than struggle, it hops 
through to eat the seed (Jaivin 2006a, 125-6). Whether this is a message of 
cooperation or a warning of the consequences of struggling for freedom, the violence 
of the detention system and Australian policy by extension is clear. 
 
According to Joseph Pugliese, the government’s policy of ‘deterrence’ 
including that of mandatory detention, creates a situation where “the body of the 
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refugee is instrumentalised in terms of an exemplary weapon to ward off other 
prospective asylum seekers” (Pugliese 2002, Paragraph 30). He claims that the 
essential danger of this policy is that for the exemplum to stand, the ill-treatment of 
refugees must be repeated on every refugee in “an implacable circuit that demands 
the ongoing reproduction of violence” (Pugliese 2002, Paragraph 30). The narratives 
of Sallis, Jaivin, Hekmat and my own novel insistently urge that such violence comes 
to an end. This begins with highlighting the places in which violence is carried out 
and interrogating the myths that Australian governments continue to perpetuate about 
such places. 
 
Girt by sea 
 
The crossing of the sea border between Indonesia and Australia is another 
important trope in refugee fiction. As a border space it is highly significant due to its 
perceived permeability. As Perera notes, “Lines in the water are such weighty and 
such ephemeral things...” (Perera 2002a, 37). In 2001 the then Liberal/National 
coalition government attempted to give reassuring substance to the sea border, 
mounting a military operation to repel asylum seeker boats and referring to it as a 
“ring of steel” (Willacy 2001) and a “thick grey line” (Manne and Corlett 2004, 12). 
This, along with other attempts to “draw and redraw lines in the sea” (Perera 2013, 
65) such as the creation of migration zones, acts to change public perception of this 
border space. According to Perera, by these means “water is unmade, configured as a 
space of stasis, suspension, confinement, capture and death” (Perera 2013, 65). But 
in doing so it destabilises notions of this border and so opens a space to resist 
nationalistic representations of the sea border. 
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Perera speaks of Amal Basry, a survivor of SIEV X who recounted her 
experience of the tragedy. Though she and the other survivors were not invited to 
testify at the inquest (despite that they were the only eye witnesses) she frequently 
and publicly told her story, refusing to be silent saying, “I want to talk and I want to 
talk now” (Basry quoted in Perera 2006, 642). She says she was “like a camera” 
witnessing everything: “It has been three years since the sinking of the SIEV X but I 
am still in the water. I can still feel the dead woman whose body I clung to so I could 
keep afloat...I saw children dying...Little children, dead babies, desperate parents, 
families dying one by one...” (Basry quoted in Perera 2006, 640). She speaks of 
having cancer but that she bears a deeper pain than that, “...the pain of rejection. In 
those hours when I cannot sleep I see the lights that were shone on us as we fought to 
live in the water...I could hear the voices of the men on board...I screamed to them to 
help, we all cried from the sea but they went away. The pain of SIEV X will not go 
away” (Basry quoted in Perera 2006, 641). Her testimony represents the lived 
experience of the ocean crossing, forcing her audience to confront unseen activities 
many thousands of kilometres away on the sea. It makes manifest Tony Kevin’s 
claim in his book Reluctant Rescuers (2012), that there have been “evasions” and 
“public obfuscations” regarding boat sinkings including that of the SIEV X, seeking 
in his book to “shine a light on some murky truths” (Kevin 2012, 128). 
 
In a similar way to such testimony and criticism, fiction such as The Marsh 
Birds, can achieve a “thirding” effect of “chart(ing) counter corpographies to those of 
nation and empire” (Perera 2013, 78). Here Perera uses the term “corpographies” to 
“signify how the ocean…operates as an arena where bodies and stories are enmeshed 
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with the geopolitical, as they…inscribe it their own counter-mappings, poetics and 
stubborn resistances of relations of territorial and imperial violence” (Perera 2013, 
60). Dhurgham’s sea voyage is terrifying, a rebuke to the system that provides no 
safe passage for such as the young men on this boat and to the violence that forces 
them to flee. Dhurgham wonders “What had happened that it was safer to set 
precious boys adrift rather than keep them home?” Then “Could this be the orderly 
world of adults, finally revealed to be something else: uncertain, frightening, life-
sapping, life-threatening?” (Sallis 2005, 66) In a daze of hunger, thirst and fear, he 
watches “three bigger boys drop a dead Afghan boy over the side” and feels “as 
blank as the sea...” (Sallis 2005, 66) In a state of shock he connects this experience 
with the “fear and horror” surrounding the separation from his family which, 
remaining shrouded in fog, he struggles to remember. He hallucinates, imagining he 
hears his father praying the words “...when the sun ceases to shine; when the stars 
fall down and the mountains are blown away...when the seas are set alight and men’s 
souls are reunited...when the records of men’s deeds are laid open, and heaven is 
stripped bare...then each soul shall know what it has done” (Sallis 2005, 69-70). Such 
powerful passages raise the issue of judgement, of whose behaviour is to blame that 
such sea voyages are necessary. 
 
Carrying the border in the body 
 
All three stories contain an implied judgement in their ending. In The Marsh 
Birds, Dhurgham, who is returned to Australia after a stint in New Zealand, cannot 
bear the idea of returning to detention and runs from his guards. He refuses to stop 
and is shot. In this moment he is finally free: “He felt a sharp pain in his chest and 
 108 Exegesis 
felt himself lift with the birds...” (Sallis 2005, 245). In The Infernal Optimist, Zeki is 
intending to escape Villawood and has arranged for Hamid to create a distraction. To 
Zeki’s dismay, Hamid provides the distraction and secures Hamid’s own escape 
through suicide (Jaivin 2006a, 323). In Hekmat’s short story, Life Hanging in the 
Balance, which is not set in a detention centre but in suburbia, Musa is on a TPV and 
receives a notice that his application for further protection beyond the three years of 
the TPV has been denied. He can no longer face the stress of his life “hanging in the 
balance” and tells his friend, Halim, “It is better to die at once than to die slowly.” 
He looks at Halim for “the last time” saying, “I don’t have an answer for my 
family...And I can’t go back to my family either” (Hekmat 2012, 106). Each ending 
is surely an indictment of a cruel system. 
 
Though a TPV may be viewed by some as providing sanctuary, with no 
permanency and no possibility for family reunion, author Hekmat, a former refugee 
himself, shows that it contains no true freedom, but exists rather as an “open prison” 
(Manne and Corlett 2004, 30). The body of the refugee becomes a border space 
beyond the borders. Manne and Corlett note that “...the TPVs existed, as was 
planned, on the very outer margins of Australian society” (Manne and Corlett 2004, 
34). In Life Hanging in the Balance, Musa lives in a quiet suburban street, a “narrow 
road which was blocked at the end” (Hekmat 2012, 99) in a barely furnished house. 
He reflects that “...his life was temporary, so he had no reason to buy new things or 
plan for the future” (Hekmat 2012, 100). The representation of this limbo life remaps 
the space that refugees on TPVs inhabit expanding our “spatial awareness” (Soja 
1996, 11) to suggest that the border reaches out from detention to bind and haunt the 
 Exegesis 109 
lives of TPV holders. It contests the seemingly unending determination of the 
government to contain refugees in border spaces. 
 
For them such contestation is limited as it could affect their chances of further 
protection. Musa rages at his injustices but cannot do so publicly: “...his eyes, filled 
with tears, felt as though they were bursting. There was no one in the house—he 
could cry, shout slogans, take part in his own kind of invisible uprising. No one 
would notice or hear him” (Hekmat 2012, 98). The pathos of this representation, 
particularly as his suicide follows soon after, contains a clear political message of the 
impotence and injustice TPV holders experience. It demonstrates “links between 
space, knowledge, power and cultural politics” that Soja notes Michel Foucault has 
argued “must be seen as both oppressive and enabling, filled not only with 
authoritarian perils but also with possibilities for community, resistance, and 
emancipatory change” (Soja 1996, 87). For though Musa experiences no such 
“emancipatory change”, the representational act of revealing the situation of people 
such as Musa, opens a space for the reader of this narrative to understand an injustice 
perpetrated within the community, one they can resist. Thus the story and the 
anthology from which it comes is in itself an act of resistance. As Rosie Scott claims, 
in the foreword to Alien Shores, “The power of literature to move people...to foster 
compassion and understanding and inspire political action works in a way that almost 
nothing else does” (Scott 2012, 3). 
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BOUND TO THE BORDER 
In her article Refugees and the Coloniality of Power, Sonia Tascon posits that 
moving forward requires “the creation of dialogical spaces that do not currently 
exist” (Tascon 2004, 251). I believe writing by both refugees and non-refugees goes 
some way toward creating such spaces, disrupting the flow of simplistic images and 
rhetoric that misrepresents refugees. How to make my own contribution to creating 
such spaces through my creative practice has been one of the central concerns of my 
research. One of the ways I have worked towards this is through engaging with the 
concept of the body as a space, and with the way the border can resonate within non-
border sites through the interactions of individuals with and within space, adding 
dimension to the way Australian spaces are perceived. 
 
In Repentance Creek I move beyond the sea voyage and the detention centre, 
settings most typically used for refugee fiction, to represent ways in which the border 
reaches out into Australia’s places and communities. As Perera notes, with the 
excision of Australian places (now all of Australia) from the migration zone, “not-
Australia” is expanding to “swallow” Australia (Perera 2002b, Paragraph 5)—one 
more device by which border spaces are brought from the periphery to the centre of 
the Australian imaginary. In order to disrupt and question the effect of this 
reconfiguration of Australian spaces in the public consciousness, the storylines 
relating to my refugee characters are embedded in significant places. The refugees 
engage directly with the history of these places and call into question assumptions 
surrounding land in Australia. Through this narrative strategy I question whether 
Australia’s border preoccupations bind the refugee individual to their border-crossing 
experience and identity, and inflect their relationship with the wider community.  
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One of the main reasons for choosing to set Repentance Creek beyond the 
detention centre was my concern regarding the long term effect of Australia’s 
refugee policies on refugee belonging. These policies, particularly those of 
mandatory detention, offshore processing and the refusal of a permanent visa to 
anyone who arrived in Australia by boat, offer a resounding rejection to asylum 
seekers. I wondered how asylum seekers could achieve a sense of belonging and 
identity as an Australian uncompromised by this rejection and the ongoing message 
that refugees are unwelcome. Through my refugee characters, I explored the 
possibility that the refugee body, carrying the border crossing experience within and 
repeatedly reminded by facets of the government, media and community that 
refugees are unwelcome, remains in a conceptual sense, forever on the border. 
 
In his article, Penal Asylum: Refugees, Ethics, Hospitality, Joseph Pugliese 
refers to the lasting effect of Australia’s detention regime on asylum seekers, quoting 
a refugee with the pseudonym “Mariam” who says, “‘It is a place where no human 
being can ever forget.’” Pugliese asserts that “…in the future, the violence of this 
regime will already have inscribed itself on your body; you will not forget that you 
were tortured and punished for being a refugee; your scars will attest to that brutal 
fact” (Pugliese 2002, Paragraph 16). In Repenctance Creek the detention experience 
is alluded to through Amin when Winter notices “two tiny scars above and below his 
mouth” (p252). This suggests that when he was in detention he participated in a 
hunger strike, stitching his lips together. These marks are a physical reminder of a 
traumatic border experience and are intended to imply deeper psychological scars 
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that are “inscribed” on him. Though he has left the border, the border does not leave 
him. 
 
However, the border does not only exist within the refugee, it exists in the 
social consciousness and is imposed on the refugee identity by others in the 
community. For the inhabitants of Repentance Creek, the refugee characters have a 
symbolic significance that for some supersedes Amin and Samir’s behaviour and 
status as individuals. The caricature of the “invader”, the “queue-jumper”, the 
“terrorist”, has marked the border-crosser and become indivisible from their identity. 
Amin and Samir have brought the border and all its contention to town, or perhaps 
merely illuminated the fact that a border preoccupation was already there. According 
to Hooper, the human body is “…a concrete physical space of flesh and bone, of 
chemistries and electricities; it is a highly mediated space, a space transformed by 
cultural interpretations…it is, in sum, a social space…” (Hooper quoted in Soja 
1996, 114) This construction of the body as a site helps us to imagine how the 
physical presence of Amin and Samir arouses the violence, animosity and social 
debate that it does. One night Amin and Samir are attacked and beaten by a group of 
local men. There is a moment of dark comedy when the dialogue reveals the 
attackers barely know their victims, or have had social interactions with them before 
(p245). They are fighting the spectre of the border-crosser, perceived of as the 
harbinger of social crisis, rather than real individuals. It exemplifies Hooper’s 
contention that “Body and city are the persistent subjects of a social/civic discourse, 
of an imaginary obsessed with the fear of unruly and dangerous elements and the 
equally obsessive desire to bring them under control…” (Hooper quoted in Soja 
1996, 114) 
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When the refugee characters interact with and within Australian spaces, they 
bring new ways of “seeing” these spaces. One of the key spaces I use in Repentance 
Creek is that of the rainforest. When the main protagonist, Winter, first encounters 
Amin and Samir, they are squatting in an abandoned fishing shack by the creek in the 
National Park. My decision to place them on the outskirts of the town is partly to 
convey their liminal position in the community. A recent study of refugee belonging 
in Australia found that when study participants felt they did not belong it was related 
to a sense of “social exclusion”, as “an affective sense of connection is unavailable 
due to perceptions of exclusion by the wider society in everyday interactions due to 
colour difference, cultural differences and the lack of a sense of welcome” (Fozdar 
and Hartley 2013, 9). The forest situates Amin and Samir deep within Australian 
space, but on the periphery of the community. Their location in this dark and 
unknowable forest symbolises the lack of understanding and fear of refugees that 
prevails in mainstream society.  
 
Initially, the decision to live here for Amin is purely pragmatic. He is saving 
money in the hope that he may find and protect his family. However, after he and 
Samir are beaten he becomes aware that to the local community there is a greater 
significance to their presence in the forest and his choice takes on new meaning. In a 
conversation with Winter he attempts to articulate his resistance to being forced out 
of the forest, pointing out the hypocrisy of her argument that he is squatting by 
referring to Australia’s “squattocracy”. He reminds us that current concepts of land 
ownership are new and contestable, that huge fortunes were made in Australia by 
“squatters” who are now historically celebrated figures. He tells Winter with irony, 
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“I’m part of the squattocracy. It’s a good thing. Look it up. Take what you want, kick 
off anyone already there, make a fortune. It used to be very respectable stuff.” He 
goes on to say that he has a “curiosity” about why people don’t want them there: 
“…why is it so important that we don’t live there? Why does it mean so much? 
People squat around here a bit you know, and everyone looks the other way. But us? 
Wayne Fen said the town doesn’t like us being out there. Well, too bad” (p296). 
 
In this way he is choosing to place himself “in the margin”. According to 
hooks, “We are transformed, individually, collectively, as we make radical creative 
space which affirms and sustains our subjectivity, which gives us a new location 
from which to articulate our sense of the world” (hooks quoted in Soja 1996, 105). 
Disenfranchised as he is (as shown by how poorly he and Samir are treated by the 
media and the legal system after their beating), Amin has few choices from which to 
resist his marginalisation by the town. Choosing the margin himself in order to reveal 
and confront the discomfort of the town is one way he can empower himself. The 
shack in the forest becomes more than a site that reveals the ugly violence contained 
within asylum seeker policies and attitudes, and one that shows the marginalisation 
of refugees in Australian culture. It becomes a site that celebrates acts of resistance 
and the resilience of refugees.  
 
According to Tascon, the current hostility to refugees relates to “fear of 
invasion”, and “Land, and its meanings, are deeply embedded in this fear” (Tascon 
2004, 247). I explore multiple meanings of such settings as the shack to show the 
conceptual and physical battleground for belonging for refugees. Tascon goes on to 
say that “Borders, or so we like to believe, enclose us within physical and 
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metaphorical spaces that are secure, controlled, and allow the safe practice and 
continuity of identities of certainty. Beyond the border exists the unknown, the 
unsafe…” (Tascon 2004, 240). Yet danger in the town comes from the racism and 
fear of the group of young men who attack Amin and Samir (Chapter 13), and so I 
imply that the danger comes from negative attitudes in the community, not from the 
unknown element of the refugee figure. The shack also becomes a place representing 
both the deep loneliness of Amin separated from his family and of a nurturing home 
he eventually finds in the forest.  
 
Another key setting in Repentance Creek is a wetlands area that becomes 
highly significant to Amin as it triggers his repressed memories of what happened to 
his family in their flight from Afghanistan. Tascon states that, “Land and belonging 
are deeply imbricated. Land is usually the place where belonging is constructed, the 
material ‘place’ where identity and ontological Being are negotiated and practised” 
(Tascon 2004, 247). The process of remembering such deep trauma through the 
connections he makes between the swamp and the river where his family was 
murdered unsettles, then begins to heal Amin. Finally he is able to mourn the loss of 
his family and begins “binding himself to this strange slug of land that cut him and 
cradled him, and weaving his sorrow into the ties” (p388). Thus he forges a 
connection with an Australian place that is embedded in his personal history of 
Afghanistan. In this way I attempt to create a “thirding” effect, another way of 
considering space, suggesting the way a space can take on multiple meanings and 
expand our understanding of land. By representing the suffering, joy, and other 
experiences of Australian land by refugee characters, writers can show that a space 
does not belong to one culture and is not confined to being important to one culture. 
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For as Soja says, “…asserting the third-as-Other begins an expanding chain of 
heuristic disruptions, strengthening defences against totalizing closure and all 
‘permanent constructions.’” (Soja 1996, 61). 
 
Through Samir I explore this concept of expanding spatial awareness by 
interrogating aspects of land ownership and colonisation. After the beating, Samir 
begins living at Winter’s Aunt Rose’s property where he has been working as a 
labourer. His family’s orange groves in Palestine were taken by the Israeli 
government, an injustice which he equates to Australian usurpation of Aboriginal 
land. Having lost his home and so much of his family, he hopes to regain a sense of 
belonging by planting an orange grove of his own. This raises possibilities for Samir 
of belonging to both Australia and Palestine as he hopes to manifest his concept of 
home and family in the orchard. He contests attitudes of “white” Australian 
ownership of land, comparing it with the way Israel increasingly annexes land in 
Palestine. When Rose at first rejects his proposal, he tells Winter: 
“Do you know what she said to me when I asked her? She said, 
‘But that’s my land.’” He shook his head. “I don’t want to piss you off, 
but think about this - not so long ago it was Aboriginal land and your lot 
just took it and practically handed it out to people. I’m not saying your 
family didn’t work it hard, but shit! What makes it yours? In my country 
the majority of the land was owned by Arabs and now most of it’s been 
taken by Israel. Even on land people were able to keep they just come in 
and steal your water, knock down your house and your orchards, put 
people in gaol for bullshit... They’ll tell you it’s their land. What gives 
them the right? What does it even mean - ‘it’s my land’? (p235) 
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Here I use setting to show that anxieties relating to refugees entering Australia 
are part of a history that remains unresolved. Of this, Tascon says, “the issue of land, 
and fears surrounding the issue of land, has become significant in the treatment of 
both groups of people [refugees and Aboriginal people] — one because of the 
manner in which they enter the land; the other because their presence highlights a 
dispossession of land that continues at the centre of a colonial struggle that fails to be 
resolved…” (Tascon 2004, 239) I use the orchard to help the reader imagine other 
sites of contestation, from Samir’s lost Palestinian orchard to the orchard in 
Afghanistan where Wiley participates in the occupation of that country. This is to 
show how spaces can resonate with their connections to other spaces and events. 
 
These examples show the intent of my creative practice research – to engage 
with setting in a way that subverts assumptions about Australian space and reveals 
the tensions surrounding refugee belonging in Australia. Elizabeth McMahon states: 
In its inception and hence in its canon, Australian literature and the 
critical discourse around it has privileged the site of the ‘Bush’ as 
representative of Australian experience and identity. The bush serves as a 
form of the colonial frontier, of the pastoral saga and the georgic lyric of 
rural labour, the narrative of the acquisition of land. From the colonial 
period onward this (imagined) site has been posited as representative of 
what is properly and distinctively Australian. (Stratford et al. 2011, 331) 
By placing refugees in this sanctified space, I challenge the audience to reconsider 
what is “properly and distinctively Australian” and hopefully reposition their 
understanding to include refugees in this definition. 
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CONCLUSION 
The characters depicted in The Marsh Birds, The Infernal Optimist and Life 
Hanging in the Balance haunt us. The understanding that they represent real life 
individuals and that the circumstances in detention have barely changed over the past 
decade can have a powerful effect on the reader. The narratives unfold in “ways that 
are clearly sensitive to issues of audience and accessibility” giving the “sense of 
intervening into a public debate, and of trying to motivate critique and galvanise a 
readership” (McCann 2007, 46). Through Repentance Creek I position released 
refugees haunted by their detention experience into a community that is itself 
haunted by “taking the land from its rightful owners, the cruelty of the founding 
penal system, the inhumanity of the treatment accorded Aborigines” (Carr 2009, 66) 
and the racism expressed towards “non-white” migrants. In this way I hope to add 
my own voice to the cultural conversation and contribute towards change. For in the 
words of Lesley Instone, “Borders are not fixed, fences can be brought down, new 
modes of walking-alongside can be created” (Instone 2010, 372). 
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